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Mihai Razvan Ungureanu 


Jewish Leadership Institutions in the Romanian 
Principalities in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: 
The Starost and the Hakham Bashi 


The Romanian word for Jewish community — breaslá (corporation or 
guild) — denoted a social group living among a Christian Orthodox 
majority, whose raison d'étre was its religious and ethnic distinctiveness. 
Until the seventeenth century, the term designated other communities, 
too, such as the Armenians and Greeks. Although "breaslá" originally 
referred to Christian professional guilds, the resemblance between those 
and the Jewish kehilah — apart from their organizational and hierarchical 
structure — was nominal.! 

The earliest reference to the Jewish breaslă can be found in the records of 
the Walachian Treasury (Visteria domneascá) during the reign of Constantin 
Bráncoveanu (1688-1714). The 1694—1701 records specified the total tax 
(bir) that the Jewish community (breasla jidovilor) paid, the percentage paid 
to the Ottoman Empire (haraci), and other imposts and duties. The sizable 
amount of taxes paid in Bucharest and Focsani indicates that large Jewish 
communities existed north of the Danube.? 

Toward the mid-eighteenth century, the phrase "Romanian, Jewish, 
and Armenian townsfolk” (türgoveti români si jidovi si armeni) gained 
currency. This phrase reflects the ethnic breakdown of the urban population 
of Moldova and Walachia and the existence of communal institutions in 


^| Unlike J. Berkowitz (J. Berkowitz, La question des Israélites en Roumanie, Paris 
1923), who finds “an amazing similarity” between the Jewish and Christian guilds 
(ibid., pp. 92-93), I see this similarity only in the religious status of the leadership, 
not in the structure of these guilds. 

2 Izvoare si mărturii referitoare la evreii din Romania (hereafter IMER), 1/1, Bucharest 
1988, doc. 1, p. 3. 
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urban areas. With minor variations, the term appears in numerous legal 
documents in reference to the urban population as a whole (irrespective 
of ethnic origin). 

On 20 January 1739, Prince Grigore Ghica of Moldova (second 
reign) ratified an agreement entitled “Christian, Armenian, and Jewish 
townsfolk” to rent lands belonging to a monastery in Galați, near 
Chişinău (Kishinev).? On 15 June 1741, the prince ruled that the “Jewish 
and Romanian townsfolk of Botosani” could sell flour only in designated 
places.* Similarly, documents dated 1 Apri and 3 May 1742,° signed 
by Prince Constantin Mavrocordat of Moldova (second reign), refer to 
"Armenian and Jewish townsfolk and merchants in Botosani." (See also 
a document dated 22 June 1745 and signed by Prince Ioan Nicolae 
Mavrocordat.)’ A hotarnicha (land deed) of 10 February 1761 (during 
the reign of Prince Ioan Teodor Callimachi), demarcating the royal 
estates in Botosani, was witnessed by "distinguished and trustworthy 
elders from among the Armenian and Jewish townsfolk."* On 2 July 1761, 
Prince Grigore Ioan Callimachi of Moldova, Ioan Teodor's son, assembled 
*Moldovan, Armenian, and Jewish townsfolk" to discuss the location of 
the Suceava fair.? The term “Jewish townsfolk” remained synonymous with 
the Jewish community/corporation until the end of the eighteenth century, 
when it began to be replaced by the more specific breaslă, used in the 
charters of rights (hrisoave) regulating the community's legal, fiscal, and 
political status. The taxation decree (cisluirea) of 21 May 1741, issued 
by Prince Grigore Ghica II, refers to the Jewish community of Iasi as a 
breaslă. In documents translated from Hebrew and Yiddish into Romanian 
and signed by Jewish leaders (such as that of 24 September 1741, dealing 
with the organization of the Iaşi community and its lay leaders’ debts), the 


3 Ibid., doc. 105, pp. 89-90. 

4 Ibid., doc. 119, pp. 107-108. 

5 Ibid., doc. 125, p. 134. 

6 Ibid., doc. 148, pp. 137-138. 

7 Ibid., doc. 203, p. 165. 

8 IMER, IU/2, Bucharest 1990, doc. 33, pp. 36-37. See also ibid., doc. 133, pp. 
214-215. 

9 Ibid., doc. 37, pp. 39—43. 

10 IMER, W/1, doc. 117, p. 103. 

11 Ibid., doc. 121, pp. 108-109. The examples continue throughout the eighteenth 
century. See "The Jewish Breasld of Kishinev,” mentioned in a trial in 1786 (ibid., 
doc. 200, pp. 299-301). 
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word kahal is rendered as “breaslă.” This term persisted until the early 
nineteenth century, when “nație” (nation) gained preference. " 

The connotations of the word breaslă changed with the community’s 
social structure. To understand these changes, a brief demographic survey 
is in order. After Austria captured northern Moldova (Bukovina) in 1774 
during the war against Turkey, Bukovina, like neighboring Galicia, was 
incorporated into the Austrian Empire as a province. Its 206 Jewish families 
grew to 298 during the Russo-Turkish War (1769-1774). In 1775 or 
thereabouts, the number of families soared to 780-800, due mainly to 
migratory trends. The Jews of Bukovina, like those of nearby Carpatho- 
Russia, had established strong roots in the province and played an important 
part in its commercial life. For various, mostly economic, reasons (their 
monopoly on certain professions, such as usury and leasing; their predilection 
for speculation; their aversion to farming; their "contempt" forthe mainstream 
religion; and their constant tax evasion)" the rulers increasingly considered 
the Jews a "difficult population" suitable for administrative punishment. From 
the dawn of the reign of Hapsburg emperor Joseph II (1780—1790) until the 
mid-nineteenth century, expulsion orders were issued every few years against 
new Jewish immigrants to Bukovina. The expulsions did nothing to stop the 
growing influx of these immigrants, however, particularly from Galicia. In 
1782, when the number of Jewish families in Bukovina passed the thousand 
mark, the Vienna War Council ordered the expulsion of all Jews who had 
settled in the area after 1769 (as refugees of the Russo-Turkish War) and all 
Jewish beggars (Betteljuden), who could not pay taxes or support themselves. 
The order was rigorously enforced, and by 1785, only 175 Jewish families 
remained. Most of those expelled settled in Moldova and, to a lesser extent, 
Bessarabia. The application of Emperor Joseph IPs Toleranzpatent to the 
Jews of Galicia in 1789, Bukovina's annexation to Galicia half a year 
later, and Bukovina's economic prosperity revived the influx of Jews from 


12 Regarding the decline of the institution of hakham bashi, see Arhivele Statului lagi 
(hereafter ASD, fond Secretariatul de Stat al Moldovei, 163/1832-1845. 

13 N. Iorga, "Istoria evreilor în tările noastre,” Analele Academiei Române — Memoriile 
Sectiunii Istorice (hereafter ARMSD, vol. 36, s. 2, 1913, p. 182. 

l4 Ibid., pp. 182-184. 

i5. M. Reifer, Ausgewählte historische Schriften — Dokumentarsammlung, Czernowitz 
1938, pp. 87-100. 

16 Poland and Galicia had fairly high demographic growth rates. In 1764, Poland had 
approximately 750,000 Jews (7926 of its population). Some emigrated to Moldova 
and Bukovina. See H. Hautmann, Geschichte der Ostjuden, Munich 1990, p. 42. 
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Galicia. Nonetheless, Moldova’s attractive economic and political situation, 
and the denial of permanent-resident status to new immigrants, propelled 
many further south." 

The migration to Moldova led to the establishment of new communities 
and the proliferation of shtetls — such as those of Fálticeni (1780), 
Moinesti (1781), Mibáileni (1782), and Trifesti (1790) — throughout the 
principalities.'5 At the same time, the growth of the older Jewish communities 
led to the formation of distinct professional groupings modeled on the 
Christian guilds. T'hus, in a document of 3 September 1739, the Russian 
occupation commander ordered the Guild (breaslă) of Jewish Merchants of 
Iasi!” to pay its share of war damages,” which came to a quarter of the total 
amount. 

Toward the nineteenth century, the term breaslă increasingly denoted a 
professional guild. On 28 November 1782, Prince Alexandru Constantin 
Mavrocordat of Moldova forbade Jews to settle in villages or rent lands and 
taverns, due to the *'difficulties and damage" this Jewish presence caused the 


17 R. Mahler, A History of Modern Jewry, 1780-1815, London 1971, pp. 340-341. 

18 IMER, II/2, doc. 131, pp. 210-213 (Soldánesti-Fálticeni, 1780); doc. 251, pp. 
368—370 (Vlădeni, 1792); doc. 252, pp. 370-372. For a history of the shtetl, see 
E. Schwarzfeld, Din istoria evreilor — impopularea, reimpopularea si întemeierea 
târgurilor si a tàárgusoarelor in Moldova, Bucharest 1914, pp. 26 ff.; A. T. Obreja, 
“Targurile din Moldova in veacul XIX," Arhivele Basarabiei (hereafter AB) VIII, 
1936, 4, pp. 321 ff; V. Tufescu, Targusoarele din Moldova si importanța lor 
economică, Bucharest 1942 (Buletinul Societății Regale Romane de Geografie 60 
[1941]; D. Ciurea, "Noi considerații privind oraşele si târgurile din Moldova 
in secolele XIV-XIX," Anuarul Institutului de Istorie "A.D. Xenopol" din lagi 
(hereafter AHX) 7 (1970), pp. 55 ff.; E. Negruti, “Factorul demografic urban si 
dezvoltarea social-economicá a Moldovei in prima jumátate a secolului XIX,” 
Studii — Revista de istorie a Institutului de Istorie Națională “N. lorga” din 
Bucuresti (hereafter RdI) 28 (1975), 8; E. Negruti, “Clasificarea localităților urbane 
din Moldova in prima jumătate a secolului XIX — Considerații demografice,” 
AIIX 12 (1975); E. Negruti, "Noi contribuții la cunoasterea situației demografice a 
oraşelor din Moldova în prima jumătate a secolului XIX," RdI 30 (1977), 10; E. 
Negrufi, “Rolul evreilor in formarea târgurilor din Moldova in prima jumătate a 
secolului XIX,” Studia et Acta Historiae ludaeorum Romaniae 1, pp. 139—153. 

19 After the Austro-Russo-Turkish war ended with the Treaty of Belgrade (1739), the 
Russian forces occupied Moldova for about two months (September-October 1739). 

20 Cronica Ghiculestilor — Istoria Moldovei între anii 1695 si 1754 (in Greek and 
Romanian) (eds. N. Camariano and Ariadna Camariano-Cioran), Bucharest 1965, 
pp. 452-453. See also /MER, II/1, doc. 108, p. 9. 

21 Constantin Dapontes, Ephémérides daces ou chronique de la guerre de quatre ans 
(1736-1739), vol. 2, Paris 1880—1888, p. 359. 
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peasants and landowners. The decree referred to “Jewish renters” (jidovii 
orandari) as representing a Jewish breaslă (o breaslă a jidovilor).? In 
1796-1797, the Jewish Hatters’ Guild was awarded recognition in Iaşi.” 
In 1797, a Jewish Guild of Manufacturers of Religious Headgear (potcapari 
and cáciulari — clerical headgear and fur hats) was set up.” In 1798, 
a Jewish Tailors’ Guild was established in Iaşi.” Some twenty years later, 
on 6 August 1817, Prince Scarlat Alexandru Callimachi of Moldova (third 
reign) allowed a Guild of Jewish Sole-Leather Manufacturers (tălpărici) in 
Iasi, despite opposition by the guild's Christian counterpart.?? References to 
Jewish professional guilds continued until the mid-nineteenth century.” 

Large-scale immigration to Moldova in the late eighteenth century led to 
the categorization of Jews as “natives” (pământeni) or “foreign residents" 
(brisovoliti — Jews granted a residence permit by the prince). By the dawn of 
the next century, these distinctions had blurred. The establishment of Russian 
(1782), Austrian (1783), French (1794), and British (1803) consulates in 
the principalities — following the Kuciuc Kainardji peace treaty (1775) — 
enabled Moldovan citizens to change their political affiliation by becoming 
foreign protégés (Sudits). Since this class enjoyed full or partial tax 
exemptions and other economic and legal concessions, the number of 
Jewish Sudits grew steadily. By the first decades of the nineteenth century, 
the Jewish Sudit breaslă was established, although not all its members were 
bona fide Sudits. There was constant rivalry between the Sudit community 
and the "natives."?? 


22 IMER, II/2, doc. 159, pp. 246-248. 

23 Ibid., doc. 305, pp. 438-440. 

24 Ibid. doc. 308, pp. 441—445. For an example of the bylaws of the Romanian 
professional guild, see E. Pavlescu, Economia breslelor in Moldova, Bucharest 
1939, p. 320. 

25 I. Kara, “Catastiful breslei croitorilor evrei din Iasi,’ Revista Cultului Mozaic 
(hereafter RCM), 33, 654, 1 October 1988. 

26 Biblioteca Academiei Române, Documente, CXLIII/179. 

27 On the Tailors’ Guild of Bacau and the trials it held in 1849-1851, see Pavlescu 
(above, note 24), p. 465. 

28 See Beate Welter, "Reports of the Austro-Hungarian Consulates in Romania during 
the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century," and Stela Maries, “The Jewish Sudits 
of Moldova in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century," elsewhere in this volume. 
See also S. Maries, Supusii străini din Moldova în perioada 1781-1862, Iaşi 1985. 
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The Starost (Lay Leader) 


The first references to the starost are coetaneous with references to the 
Jewish breaslă. Although “starosť (a Slavonic word meaning "alderman") 
designated the lay leader of the community, vaguer terms such as 
“Jewish notables” (târgoveți jidovi fruntaşi) and “competent men” (oameni 
iscusiți) (1710)? probably referred to starosti, too. The lay leader of a 
professional guild or of any non-political Christian group was also called 
a starost. Thus, the Jewish community adopted the organizational model 
of the professional guild, adapting it to Jewry’s specific ethno-religious 
requirements. Interestingly, the organizational structure of the Moldovan 
Jewish community resembled that of the Polish Jewish community, possibly 
due to the adaptation of traditional leadership patterns to new sociopolitical 
conditions.’ | 

The starost mediated between the Christian state and the ethnic 
minority, ensuring that the community fulfilled its obligations towards - 
the host society.?! As the community's representative, he was empowered 
to make decisions affecting it. The earliest reference to a starost appears 
in a fiscal document of Prince Constantin Bráncoveanu of Walachia, 
referring to the taxation (cisluire) of the Jewish community in 
1694-1701. Dimitrie Cantemir alludes to this document in his Descriptio 
Moldaviae: *Jews are also considered subjects and have to pay a certain 
amount of tax (dajdie) each year, which is higher than the general rate of 
taxation.” 

Prince Grigore Ghica II of Moldova (second reign, 1735-1741) authorized 
the starosti of Iasi to collect the dajdie (or crupca)* — an indirect tax “for 
the well-being and benefit of all members of the breaslă.” This evidently 
traditional tax expressed the community’s administrative and organizational 


29 These terms described the Jewish notables of Piatra-Neamt who were sent on a 
mission to Prince Dimitrie Cantemir of Moldova (1710-1711). See IMER, 11/2, doc. 
X, p. 523. 

30 On the functions of the starost in Poland, see J. Goldberg, Jewish Privileges in the 
Polish Commonwealth, Jerusalem 1985. 

31 M.A. Halevy, “Communitatile evreieşti din Iaşi si Bucuresti pana la zavera (1821),” 
Sinai 3 (1931). 

32 IMER, WW, doc. 1, p. 3. 

33 Dimitrie Cantemir, Descriere a Moldovei (ed. L. Maniu), Bucharest 1981, p. 
196. 

34 IMER, 1/1, doc. 117, p. 103. 
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autonomy.” No community member was exempt from the tax, which was 
assessed on a sliding scale, depending on income. 

Other indications of Jewish communal autonomy can be found in 
documents regulating the starosti's collection of both internal and external 
taxes. From the central authority's perspective, taxation of the Christian 
breaslds was identical to that of the foreign breaslds. There were, however, 
differences in collection methods and rates. Jews and Armenians were 
not usually admitted to Christian breaslás, and tax rates varied from one 
socioethnic group to the other." 

On 8 October 1741, Prince Constantin Mavrocordat decreed: “Jews and 
Armenians must obtain documents attesting to payment of residence tax? 
and must set aside a sum for payment of this tax. Town-dwellers shall be taxed 
internally, viaa tax certificate issued by the prince [based on the census], while 
villagers shall be taxed on.an individual basis, separately from the rest of the 
village [i.e., from the Romanians]."? Jews who were part of a community paid 
through the starost, whereas those who were not saw to their own payment. 

The community established a uniform tax rate for all members. The 
“special” residence tax applied to all foreigners living in Moldova. Therefore, 
the “exclusion of others [i.e.,Christians] from payment of this tax” was 
tantamount to a tax rebate or exemption, as the fiscal regulations of the 
mid-eighteenth century testify. The starosti, as tax collectors (cercdtori,"' 


35 Confirmation can be found in data relating to the organization of the Jewish 
communities in Poland, the power of the starosti, and the purposes of internal tax 
collection. See B. D. Weinryb, "Studies in the Communal History of Polish Jewry," 
Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 12 (1942), pp. 121—140; 
ibid., 15 (1945), pp. 93-129; B. D. Weinryb, “Beitrage zur Finanzgeschichte 
der Jüdischen Gemeinden in Polen," part 1: Monatsschrift für Geschichte und 
Wissenschaft des Judentums 82 (1938), pp. 248—263; ibid., part 2: Hebrew Union 
College Annual 16 (1941), pp. 187-214. 

36 Pavlescu (above, note 24), pp. 456 ff. 

37 Ibid., p. 139. See also T. Codrescu, Uricariul..., vol. 14, Iasi 1876, pp. 1—28. 

38 Such documents, sealed with the prince’s seal, were known as pecete in Romanian. 

39 IMER, I1, doc. 122, p. LLL. 

40 Ibid., doc. 153, pp. 134—135 (order issued 2 April 1742 by Constantin Mavrocordat, 
specifying methods of payment); ibid., doc. 156, p. 136 (document of 9 April 
1742, specifying postal-tax breaks for members of the Guild of Jewish Merchants 
in Kishinev); ibid., doc. 157, pp. 136-137 (28 April 1742); ibid., doc. 169, p. 144 
(order issued 29 July 1742, specifying tax exemptions for two Jewish Sudits from 
Hotin, near Bacáu, as of March 1743). 

41 Ibid., doc. 155, pp. 135-136 (5 April 1742). 
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or zlotagi?), were to inform the prince of all infringements of this law, and 
all offenders were severely punished. 

The starost also collected community taxes for the Treasury (cămăraş). 
In his History of Moldova, written in the late eighteenth century, G. L. Carra 
(1742-1793) states, "Everyone [Jews and Armenians] depended on the 
treasurer."? Judging by the sources, this form of taxation was opposed only 
once or twice. “We must deal justly with the Jews. They are accommodating, 
they do not balk at paying taxes, and they keep their money inside the 
country,” wrote Count d'Hauterive in his Mémoire sur l'état ancien et 
actuel de la Moldavie (1787).* 

Another document testifying to the starost's importance was issued by 
Prince Alexandru Constantin Mavrocordat in September 1783 and regulated 
the rights and duties of the merchants and peddlers (desdgari) of Iasi. The 
document addressed the Guild (breaslă) of Jewish Merchants, organized 
along the same lines as the kahal, and was intended "for the well-being of 
the guild members." It specified the amount of tax the guild had to pay, 
according to the nominal rolls in the Treasury archives. The starost then 
determined the tax rate for individual members, depending on their means. 
He was also to submit to the Treasury *a list [of guild members], with their 
names and addresses, signed by the starost and notables of the guild." The 
starost and notables (members of the guild's council, known as fruntasii) 
enjoyed a professional monopoly: “No one may run a store without the 
knowledge of the starost and notables." The prince's treasurer appointed the 
starost.^ 

A similar taxation system existed in the new urban communities, except 
that a portion of the cisla tax was a residency fee (bezmdn). After a three-year 
exemption, the Jews of Balti appointed “a Jew from their midst" — almost 
certainly the starost elected by the community — to collect the tax.*é 
Among the starost’s other functions: preventing excessive inflation of the 
dajdie tax and defending the community before the prince against abuse by 
the boyars."" Indeed, Prince Alexandru Callimachi of Moldova (1795-1799) 


42 Ibid., doc. 173, p. 146 (18 August 1742); on tax collection methods and penalties 
for fraud, see ibid., doc. 193, pp. 158-159 (15 January 1743). 

43 Pavlescu (above, note 24), p. 392; IMER, II/2, doc. 148, pp. 238-239. 

44 Ibid., doc. 212, pp. 322-323. Emphasis added. 

45 Ibid., doc. 167, pp. 259-261. 

46 Ibid., doc. 257, pp. 379—380. 

47 An east European term denoting the aristocracy, or landed gentry (eds.). 
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intervened after the starost of Soroca complained that his community was 
being unfairly taxed. 

Documents referring to starosti (or “aldermen,” “notables,” or “competent 
men,” meaning either szarosti or similar functionaries)” shed light on the 
relationship between the lay leaders of the Jewish community and the local 
authorities. A writ of 2 February 1703 refers to Iosif of Birlad, “the chief 
starost of the Jews (bas-staroste de jidovi)," as receiving privileges from 
Prince Constantin Duca of Moldova (1700-1703), such as a complete tax 
exemption.” 

A document dated 28 January 1739, drawn up by Prince Grigore Ghica 
II, clarifies the relationship between the treasurer and the starost: 


55 66 


His Majesty wishes to bring to the attention of all Jews of the city of 
Birlad that, in accordance with your ancient custom, His Majesty has 
chosen a new starost for the Jews of Birlad, namely Marcu b. Lazar, 
who shall fulfill the prince’s orders in all matters relating to the Jews, 
for your own good. His Majesty the Prince has ordered said Marcu 
to attend to all your needs and supervise all your taxes. He shall be 
assisted in this task by two or three notables whom you deem suited 
to the task, and you shall all obey their orders. Anyone who fails to 
obey His Majesty's orders shall be punished. It is incumbent upon 
you to show him the respect due a starost, in accordance with your 
customs.?! 


This document highlights the stavost’s dual function as the prince's 
representative, responsible for carrying out his orders, and as the 
community's representative, responsible for protecting its rights. The fact 
that the prince addresses “all Jews of the city of Birlad” indicates that 
the starost’s jurisdiction extended to the entire community, as corroborated 
by similar documents of the period. The expression “in accordance with 
your ancient custom" confirmed the antiquity of the institution of starost 
(especially by omitting its founding date) and the prince's role in appointing 
him. Although the starost was elected by the local citizens, he was also 


48 IMER, II/2, doc. 296, pp. 427-428. 

49 Ibid., doc. X, pp. 522-524. "Two competent and experienced men" appeared 
before Dimitrie Cantemir, testifying that the Jewish community of Piatra-Neamț 
was completely innocent of the blood libel (1710). 

50 IMER, W/1, doc. 9, pp. 9-10. 

51 Ibid., doc. 106, p. 90. 
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an “appointee” of the prince and, as such, subject to his supervision. The 
emphasis on historical custorn both at the beginning and end of the document 
was designed to dispel any fears regarding threats to the community’s 
autonomy. 

The starost's two or three elected assistants were also referred to as 
starosti, with the chief starost (bag-staroste) being a kind of “leader among 
equals." The starost enjoyed certain privileges, mostly of a symbolic nature: 
(1) protection of his legal status by the central government (anyone who 
disobeyed his orders was punishable by the state), and (2) community 
respect. 

This respect is highlighted in a record of the sale of a seat to Judah b. 
Samuel Ashkenazy in the Great Synagogue of Iaşi on 28 October 1754. 
The seat’s proximity to that of “the honorable starost, Mr. Simeon b. Baruch," 
in the area designated for the synagogue's notables, enhanced its value.?? 

A document dated 18 September 1714 refers to “[chief starost] Solomon, 
his brother Ursul [Dov], and Iosif, the starosti of the Jews.”* Does 
this appointment of brothers imply that the authorities were not entirely 
evenhanded in their choice of starost? Were there attempts to keep the job 
“within the family"? Were the tax concessions the starost enjoyed legitimate? 
Some of these questions may be answered by a “Jewish document" from 
Iaşi, dated 14 October 1741: 


Therefore we, the captains of the breasld, together with the entire 
community, have weighed and considered this new custom of 
appointing our chief starost and deputy starost in consultation with 
the boyars. We have all unanimously concluded that we shall not 
adopt this new custom, which has caused many problems and much 
humiliation. Indeed, the city is just one big quagmire of jealousy, and 
this jealousy has led to disputes between us and the rabbis and has 
caused immeasurable damage. Therefore, we have all gathered here 
in the scoala [synagogue] and determined, by execrations and oaths, 
that this new custom will not continue and that the starost will be 
elected each year according to the old custom, and he shall serve His 


52 Including relatives of hakham bashi Betalel Ha-Kohen (see below, note 53). 

53 IMER, 1/2, doc. 14, pp. 13-15. 

54 Ibid., II/1, doc. 34, pp. 23-25. Halevy claims, inter alia, that there was another 
starost: Manuil, brother-in-law of Dr. Moise. See M. A. Halevy, “O mărturie de 
acum trei sute de ani," Curierul israelit, 18 July 1934, p. 7. 


20 


Jewish Leadership Institutions in the Rornanian Principalities 


Majesty the Prince and his country. Moreover, elected starosti shall 
not be exempted from tax but rather shall pay their share. 

And from this day on, anyone who opposes this regulation of ours 
and stirs up dissension between us and the rabbis shall be doubly 
accursed and visited by great calamities. He shall, moreover, pay the 
sum of fifty Hungarian ducats to the Treasury of His Majesty the 
Prince and the sum of fifty lei to the synagogue. This regulation has 
been accepted by all members of the community and has been signed 
or thumbprinted by all.” 

Signed: Starost Ursul, Starost Minas, Starost Leib, Starost Iosif b. 
Ursul, Starost Leib b. Minas, Minas’ son-in-law, among others. 


Clearly, this document is related to the aforementioned writ of 28 January 
1739, which also refers to the election of starosti (once a year by notables 
or ordinary starosti). The abolition of tax breaks indicates that some 
starosti abused them; no doubt some community disputes were governed by 
economic considerations. The “new custom” involved the appointment of a 
“deputy starost" as well as a chief starost, who also enjoyed the patronage of 
the authorities. The preferred status of both appointees aroused community 
suspicion and conflict. This draconian regulation was surely drawn up by the 
rabbis (and possibly even the hakham bashi) in response. The document is 
striking for its astringent and deterrent tone, as evinced by the severity of the 
penalties it stipulates. The reference to stirring up “dissension between us 
and the rabbis” points to tensions between the religious and lay authorities 
and to opposition by the “entire community" to centralist trends.°° The 
force of this proclamation lies not so much in its numerous signatories as in 
the penalties it specifies and in its reference to the synagogue as a seat of 
judgment. Significantly, no chief starost appears among the signers. This 
regulation may therefore have arisen out of a major dispute between the 
chief starost and his deputy. 

According to a 1793 document confirming the appointment of Naftuli 
sin Isac as hakham bashi (a Hebrew-Turkish compound meaning “chief 
sage") and sealed by Prince Mihai Constantin Sutu of Moldova, the starost 


55 IMER,II/1, doc. 121, pp. 108—109. The original Hebrew document has not survived. 
The text here is a translation (or reconstruction) into Romanian. 

56 "The Jews, who held their meetings in the synagogue, formed a breasld headed 
by the chief starost and deputy starost, who were elected without the boyars' 
intervention.” See N. Iorga, Studii si documente, vol. 6, doc. 125, pp. 224—225. 
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was elected before Passover: “And all starosti of the Jews shall serve from 
Passover to Passover, as is the custom, and shall be appointed by the hakham 
bashi with the approval of the prince's treasurer.”°’ 

Despite the aforementioned regulation, the starosti of Iaşi retained tax 
concessions. From 1746 to 1750, “Cerbu deputy starost of Iasi” was awarded 
an "exemption certificate" by the prince's treasurer.” A similar certificate 
was granted another Cerbu, also by the treasurer.°? A census conducted in 
lasi on 21 January 1755 mentions Marcu, a former starost who lived in the 
heart of the Jewish quarter. For years, documents referred to him as an 
affluent entrepreneur and as starost of Iasi, indicating that he was a pillar 
of the community. A list of customs duties paid by the citizens of Mohilev 
and other places north of the River Nistru, dated 12 July 1765, notes that 
“Marcu, the Jewish starost of Iasi,” owned “two large windmills and one 
small one."*' The same document singles out “Mir, the Jewish starost of Iasi,” 
who brought two barrels of brandy to Birlad (on 16 January 1766), “one 
barrel of brandy to lagi," “two barrels of sugar, two bundles of wool, a small 
keg of gunpowder, four rolls of poor-quality paper" (on 17 January 1766), 
and again “two barrels of brandy to Iasi,’ with the help of other merchants 
andan itinerant agent. À census conducted by the Russian military authorities 
in Moldova in 1744-1745 mentions Gabriel, starost of Iasi, who owned a 
small store in the center of town (on which he was taxed)“ and lived near 
the hakham bashi. Bercu, another starost of Iasi, is cited concerning the 
transportation of earthenware from Poland to Moldova (January 17375 

The chief starost of Iasi also served as that of the entire principality, 
thanks to his connections with the central government and his influence 
within his community. A report by Schilling, the Austrian consul of Iasi, 
dated 7 December 1792, testifies to the starost's government contacts: 


Gabriel, starost of the Jews, who returned from a mission on behalf of 
the ruler of Poland, left today for Soroca. He was sent to Poland on an 


57 IMER, W/2, doc. 275, p. 403. 

58 I. Antonovici, Documente bárládene, vol. 3, Bârlad 1915, p. 294. 
59 Ibid., p. 295. 

60 ASI, fond Manuscrise, 1706, fol. 29. 

61 IMER, W/2, doc. 49, p. 57. 

62 Ibid., p. 60. 

63 Ibid., p. 6l. 

64 Ibid., doc. 84, p. 126. 

65 Ibid., doc. 105, p. 177. 
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intelligence mission, in order to set up observation points overlooking 
Russian army positions on the bank of the Nistru, and to purchase 
copper and equipment required for the manufacture of gunpowder. 


Prince Alexandru Moruzi of Moldova (March- December 1792) recognized 
the advantages of maintaining political and economic ties with the starost 
of the country's largest Jewish community. Indeed, the starost's foreign 
connections?" helped the Iasi government steer a cautious middle course 
between Turkey and Russia. 

The epitaphs in lIasi's old cemeteries furnish additional information on 
such Jewish starosti as Shalom b. Me'ir (d. 1728), Samuel b. Solomon (d. 
1733), Issachar Ber b. Me'ir (the aforementioned Ursul, d. 1745), Me’ir b. 
Abraham (d. 1754), Joseph b. Issachar Ber (d. 1758), Zvi b. Simeon (d. 
1769), Simeon b. Baruch (d. 1772), and Zvi b. Joseph (d. 1785). 

The earliest reference to the starost of the Bucharest Jewish community 
appears in an epitaph for “The holy prince, the head of state, the honorable 
R. Mordecai, son of the honorable R. Judah" (d. 6 December 1715).9 This 
rabbi may have officiated as both religious and lay leader. Other starosti of 
Walachia buried in the Bucharest cemetery were Zvi b. Kalonymus (probably 
a Spanish Jew, d. 1743), Mordecai b. Zvi (possibly his son, d. 1745), and 
Simeon b. Jacob (d. 1760).” 

On 24 October 1753, Pilat, “starost of the Jews of Bucharest,” ratified 
the sale of a brandy distillery to Scarlat of Buzáu."' Pilat was appointed 
"starost of the Jews" by Prince Alexandru Ipsilanti of Walachia (first reign) 
in February 1775: 


Through this royal decree, I hereby appoint Pilat as starost of the 
Jews, after having read for myself royal documents stating that it 


66 Ibid., doc. 261, p. 383. 

67 Hurmuzaki, Documente, XIX/1, p. 626. 

68 Halevy (above, note 31), pp. 66 ff. and Hebrew epitaphs 25-27, 29—30, 34, 40, 43. 
Issachar Ber b. Me'ir bore the titles “prince,” “head,” and “leader of state." See also 
W. Schwarzfeld, “Starosti mari la Iaşi,” Anuarul pentru israeliți 27 (1895), pp. 53 
ff.; L. Hergcovici and I. Heinic, "Starostii mari din Moldova fn lumina Condicii lui 

7 Constantin Mavrocordat," RCM 15 (1970), 240. 

69 IMER, 1/1, doc. 37, p. 26; Halevy (above, note 31), Hebrew epitaph 70. 

70 Ibid. Hebrew epitaphs 82 (Kalonymus was called “head” and “leader of state"); 
83 (Zvi was called “head of state"), 84 (Jacob was called “head” and “prince of 
Judah"). 

71 IMER, IU2, doc. 10, p. 10. 


23 


Mihai Razvan Ungureanu 


is customary for Jews to be exempt from all taxes (ddjdii) to the 
Treasury except for the ruptoare tax. Minor disputes between the 
Jews shall be brought before the starost for arbitration, while major 
disputes, or appeals of the szarost's decisions, shall be brought before 
the prince’s treasurer. The starost and his family shall be exempt from 
paying chimney and other taxes and from tax on 200 beehives. After 
collecting taxes from the Jews, [the starost] shall be entitled to levy a 
tax of thirty bani per person as his fee. As the hakham bashi's deputy 
(vechil), he shall collect from each Jew one leu per annum [...] 

We hereby lend our approval to these customs, which have been 
endorsed and upheld by other rulers, too, and order all Jews to accept 
[Pilat] as their starost and obey him, as set forth in this royal decree.7? 


This document sheds much light on the institution of starost. First, we see 
that the ruler's “approval” of the starost’s appointment was imperative. This 
approval was rooted in historical considerations — "official documents," 
the “customs” of the Jews, and documents signed by “other rulers.” The tax 
concessions the starost enjoyed stemmed from his collection of the ruptoare, 
or communal tax. The starost was exempt from tax on part of his private 
income, such as honey or wax from 200 beehives. In addition to his fee 
as tax collector, he was entitled to charge each Jew for his administrative 
duties (as the hakham bashi's representative). The document also delineates 
the starost’s legal function as arbiter of minor disputes, while the treasurer 
ruled on major disputes and appeals. The document ends with an injunction 
to obey the sfarost as a representative of the central authority, the seat of 
absolute power. 

Under these conditions, it is not surprising that the starost soon became 
one of the richest members of the community — and, as such, a focus 
of jealousy. On 1 September 1776, Prince Grigore Ghica III of Romania 
(second reign) attempted to introduce legislation regulating the salaries and 
incomes of all court officials and members of the Divan (the Council of 
Boyars, or the Supreme Court). The hakham bashi and starost were required 
to pay exorbitant sums to the Treasury, the Agie (internal security apparatus), 
and the prince's treasurer, who supervised tax collection (all taxes paid by 
the breaslă went to him).? 


72 Ibid., doc. 86, pp. 133-134. 
73 Ibid., doc. 96, pp. 140—143. See also Pavlescu (above, note 24), pp. 214—215. 
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On 7 October 1783, Prince Mihai Sutu of Walachia (first reign) appointed 
Iosif Simon starost and deputy hakham bashi of Walachia. Like its 
predecessors, the writ of appointment confirmed the historicity of the 
institution of starost and its centrality within the Jewish community." On 10 
January 1787, Sutu's heir, Prince Nicolae Mavrogheni of Walachia, affirmed 
Simon's powers: 


We order you and all Jews to accept [Iosif Simon] as your starost, 
obey him and abide by his decisions as required, and honor him in 
every place as your starost. Anyone who opposes the starost or refuses 
to obey him shall be punished.” 


Upon ascending the throne, new rulers customarily endorsed the starost's 
position and privileges and redefined his legal-fiscal status. For instance, losif 
Simon was succeeded by David sin Moisi, who had been appointed starost 
of Bucharest during Prince Mihai Sutu’s first reign and was reappointed 
starost and deputy hakham bashi on 11 December 1792, during Sutu’s 
second reign.” The starost’s privileges were redefined during the reign 
of Constantin Hangerli by a charter of rights drawn up on 8 September 
1798. Unlike previous charters, this one took into account the changing 
circumstances of the late eighteenth century and was correspondingly more 
exhaustive. The charter allowed the Jews to manufacture brandy in private 
distilleries throughout the city and confirmed the community's autonomy: 


Officials at the royal court (zapcii) shall have no dealings with [the 
Jews] and shall not interfere in their court cases or disputes. Any 
dispute shall be brought before the starost, who shall arbitrate in 
conflicts between local and foreign Jews. Major disputes shall be 
brought before the Office of the Treasury (Cămăraşul cel mare) for 
arbitration. 


The document subordinated the “foreign Jews" (the new immigrants, who 
were too scanty to set up their own community) to the sfarost's authority: 


The starost shall have control over the local Jews and also over foreign 


74 IMER, II/2, doc. 168, p. 261. 
75 Ibid., doc. 205, pp. 309—310. 
76 Ibid., doc. 260, pp. 382-383. 
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Jews who settle here, and he shall have information about them and 
keep a register of all members of the community.” 


The above notwithstanding, another document issued by Hangerli limited 
the starost’s powers. Dated 6 September 1798, the document approved the 
appointment of a deputy starost in Focsani, since *a number of Jews live in 
the town of Focsani. It is their right to have a deputy starost, since the starost 
here [in Bucharest] cannot regulate their affairs, is unacquainted with their 
customs, and cannot encourage others to come [immigrate]." This deputy 
was to be appointed in accordance with “an application" (jalbd) submitted 
by David, starost of Bucharest." 

Although the deputy starost was inferior to the chief starost, this 
appointment was of major importance to the highest levels of government. 
The reasons cited for the appointment — regulation of the community's 
affairs and arbitration of disputes — cannot in themselves account for the 
extent of the government's interest. Rather, the fact that the starost “cannot 
encourage others to come" indicates that the appointment of a deputy was 
prompted more by the government's immigration policy than by concern 
for the Focşani Jewish community. That the deputy starost of Focsani (a 
border town) was granted privileges identical to those of the chief starost of 
Bucharest shows that the deputy was first and foremost a representative of 
the central government and only secondarily the chief starost’s subordinate. 

The fact that the deputy starost of Focsani (Moldova) was subject to the 
chief starost of Bucharest (Walachia) indicates that the latter’s authority 
extended outside the principality, at least when this document was issued. 
The text bears no reference to the chief starost apart from informing us 
that he submitted the application for the appointment of the deputy. The 
relationship between deputy and chief is thus implied but not specified. 

During the reign of Prince Constantin Ipsilanti (1802—1806), a starost 
— Moisi — was appointed over the Jewish community of Craiova, too. 
The writ of appointment, issued on 4 January 1803, was identical to that 
issued by Constantin Hangerli and therefore ordered the Jews to obey the 
starost implicitly. The government's representatives (zapcii) in Craiova were 
notified of his appointment.” 


77 Ibid., doc. 314, pp. 454—455. 

78 Ibid., doc. 313, pp. 453—454. Emphasis added. 

79 V.A. Urechia, [storia românilor, vol. 8, Bucharest 1897, p. 635; ibid., vol. 11, 
Bucharest 1900, p. 279. 
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Solomon, starost of Suceava, was one of the city's wealthiest residents, 
for on | February 1761 he sold a house with a cellar to the priest Dosoftei 
Herescu of Rădăuți, in order to pay off a debt. Solomon's wife, Bunia, and 
their four children — Leiba, Haia, Finca, and Sora — were all parties to 
the sale.8 Furthermore, Solomon owned a mansion adjacent to the courts of 
Prince Grigore Callimachi of Moldova (first reign), as stated in a document 
drawn up by the prince on 2 July, concerning the location of the town fair." 

Moisi, starost of Botosani, sold his house on 1 February 1766, after 
granting first right of refusal to “his sons, his relatives, and the owners of 
the land, who all said they had no need for the house," in accordance with 
the ancient right of preemption (protimisis).? Some ten years later, on 14 
April 1776, starost Cerbul sin Eni was summoned in his official capacity to 
assess a built-on piece of land.? Together with his brother, Leiba sin Eni, and 
son-in-law Lancul, he sold the plot of land that accommodated their parents’ 
house in Botosani (14 August 1779).* Cerbul was also ordered by the supreme 
judge (vornic) of Botoşani (19 August 1781) to witness the assessment of 
another plot.^ He was again ordered to witness a land transaction, and he 
signed a power-of-attorney document on 27 July 1782.°° Whenever he was 
asked to approve or witness such a transaction, he was accompanied by the 
hakham bashi’s representative, attesting to the legal significance of the 
signatures of both lay and secular leaders. In 1784, a Jew named Iosif served 
as starost of the Jews.” 

The census conducted by the Russian military administration in 1774 
refers to other starosti in Moldova, such as Leiba of Cámpulung-Suceava,*? 
Lazár of Czernowitz,? Herscu of Dorohoi” (still in office on 10 September 
1786, when he was indicted for extortion),?' and Itul of Kishinev.?? 


80 IMER, II/2, doc. 32, pp. 35-36. 

81 Ibid., doc. 37, p.41. 

82 Ibid., doc. 51, p. 62. 

83 ASI, fond Documente, 360/129. 

84 IMER, 11/2, doc. 122, pp. 196-197. 

85 Iorga (above, note 56), vol. 7, doc. 35, p. 129. 
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91 Biblioteca Academiei Romane, fond Documente, CXLI/8. 
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These starosti were defined as “Treasury taxpayers” (rupte ale 
Visteriei)” and, like other taxpayers, were assessed in accordance with their 
socioeconomic status and income; payment was transferred directly to the 
Treasury. The starosti, who were “native citizens" and scions of local Jewish 
families, wished to bequeath "Treasury taxpayer" status to their offspring, 
too. Usually, this “entitlement” was confirmed after inspection of Treasury 
records and “identity cards" testifying to pedigree.” The transfer of privileges 
from father to son gradually undermined the election process, and the position 
of starost — like that of hakham bashi — stayed within the family. 

In a list of debtors of the boyar Constantin Bals, Leiba, “starost of 
the Jews of Roman,” is referred to as guarantor of a loan granted on 1 
October 1787.9? On 13 July 1794, the inhabitants of Bacău, “together with the 
Supreme Judge Tansa,” handed Leiba a document permitting him “to build 
several small homes in an alley opposite the synagogue, formerly bereft of 
houses or even huts.””° The fact that the starost received permission to build 
a house on consecrated ground (near the synagogue) comfirms his high 
standing within the community and among religious leaders. 

The link between synagogue and sfarost was more than symbolic. The 
starost was responsible for "the well-being of the community” in the religious 
sphere, too. For example, on 5 July 1795, Itzik, starost of Somuz, signed 
a community application to build a synagogue on land rented from Prince 
Stefan Basgotá.?" Similarly, on 22 March 1794, starost Solomon, on behalf of 
the Jews of Husi, received permission from Bishop Veniamin Costache to 
build a synagogue on a plot in the local diocese.?* 

Documents confirming the appointment of starosti followed a similar 
pattern until an untitled writ by Prince Alexandru Nicolae Sutu of Moldova, 
dated 1801, enhanced the starost’s powers: 


First, we order you to recognize him as starost, that is, as head of 
your community, and to show him the respect due him. Second, we 


93 N. Grigoraş, “Privilegiile fiscale in Moldova (1741—1821)," I, AZIX 14 (1977), p. 
47. “Treasury taxpayers" were exempt from all but the rupte tax. 

94 ASI, fond Documente, 525/24. 

95 IMER, 1/2, doc. 232, p. 349. 

96 ASI, tr. 361, op. 398, dos. 104, fol. 21; IMER, 1I/2, doc. 285, p. 413 (the reference 
in the original is incorrect). 

97 Ibid., doc. 295, pp. 426-427. 

98 Ibid., doc. 278, p. 406. 
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order you to obey his instructions in all matters affecting the prince’s 
decrees as transmitted by the regional governors (ispravnict). 


Disobedience of the starost would be punished **according to your customs 
and laws." However, obedience was demanded of the starost, too: “The 
starost must preserve law and order in the community, and you, too, are 
obliged to uphold law and order.” The fiscal benefits he enjoyed were a 
reward for protecting the rights of the Jewish community: “For he holds this 
position in order to protect your rights."^? 

The starost of the Jewish guild and that of the community differed 
completely in status. The former functioned much as the Christian starost, 
with the same duties, rights, and powers. Elected by guild members and 
the guild council, he admitted new members, upheld the guild's bylaws, 
represented it before the community, and ensured its prosperity. No one was 
allowed to intervene in the guild's internal affairs. The community starost, 
on the other hand, was part of an administrative-organizational structure 
headed by the chief starost. 

In the early nineteenth century, the starost's status weakened, as Moldovan 
society underwent accelerated modernization and urbanization, and starosti 
could no longer handle the affairs of the growing communities single- 
handedly." Jews were “flowing in from all sides," '?' necessitating a new tax- 
collection system, too. The idea that collection could be simplified via the guild 
began gaining currency. Increased immigration, demographic mobility, and 
the instability of the older communities also favored direct taxation within the 
guild framework. The rigorous structure of the guilds could achieve results that 
others systems, which lacked effective oversight mechanisms, could not. The 


99 TT Codrescu, Uricariul..., vol. 4, lagi 1857, pp. 125-126. 

100 For details on demographic changes, see L. Boicu, “Despre structura socială a 
orasului moldovenesc la mijlocul secolului XIX," Studii 16 (1963), 2, pp. 281—304; 
G. Platon, “Populația oraşului lagi de la jumătatea secolului XVIII până la 1859," 
in Populație si societate Studii de demografie istorică, vol. 1, Cluj 1972; E. 
Negruti-Munteanu, “Date noi privind structura demografică a târgurilor si oraşelor 
moldoveneşti,” ibid.; G. Platon, “Populația oragului moldovenesc la mijlocul 
secolului XIX," Carpica 3 (1970), pp. 5-32; D. Ivánescu, “Populatia evreiascá 
a oraşului Iasi in perioada 1755-1860," Studia et Acta Historiae Iudaeorum 
Romaniae 1, pp. 28-50. On the establishment of new communities, see Halevy 
(above, note 31), pp. 77—78. 

101 See petition by the boyars of the Divan to Prince Alexandru Moruzi of Moldova 
(second reign, 1802-1806), concerning rises in taxes paid by Jews: Codrescu, 
Uricariul... vol. 1, Iasi 1852, p. 19. 


29 


Mihai Razvan Ungureanu 


guild could enforce collection through coercion or collective responsibility, 
while the Christian Treasury officials coordinated tax reports and audited 
accounts.'” As a result, the guild's importance rose at the expense of the 
Jewish breaslă. Eventually, the term lost its structural connotation and came 
to denote simply a group of Jews in a certain locality or in the principality as 
a whole. Yet “the breaslă of Jewish Sudits" retained a special status, and its 
starost wielded some of the power that had belonged to the “‘starost of the 
Jews.” As the authority of the lay leaders declined, the symbolic importance 
of the religious leaders grew, creating an illusion of communal unity. 

The Russo-Turkish War (1806-1812), which culminated in the Bucharest 
Peace Treaty (1812), damaged the relationship between the government 
and the communities. Supreme Judge Lupu Balaş wrote to General Vasili 
Krasno-Milasevici, president of the Moldovan court and commander of 
the Russian occupation forces, that the Iasi communities — formerly 
subject to the Treasury — had, at the outbreak of hostilities (1806), 
been transferred to the jurisdiction of the local Agie. Taking advantage 
of the war-induced chaos, the Agie seized some of the Treasury's powers 
and privileges for itself. It assumed responsibility for tax collection and 
litigation within the communities, while its head received a "gift" upon 
assuming office: a percentage of the hakham bashi’s income.'? The resulting 
power struggle between the Treasury and the Agie rendered tax collection 
exceedingly difficult. With limited manpower, the Treasury could no longer 
discharge its duties efficiently. On the other hand, the Agie's intervention — 
while necessary — deprived the Treasury of large sums. The Jews were quite 
happy with this state of affairs, since the Agie, lacking access to Treasury 
documents or tax ledgers, could not check their tax returns. The growing 
number of tax evaders undermined the starost’s status, and his power to 
arbitrate in "arguments and disputes between Jews" shifted to the hetman 
(Hátméánia).* 

The only Jews who achieved anything of note in the postwar period were 
the Sudits, who, as protégés of foreign representations in Iasi or Bucharest, 
enjoyed legal immunity. These Sudits preferred to remain independent of 


102. St. Olteanu and C. Serban, Mestesugurile in Tara Românească si Moldova ín Evul 
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the native Jews (who in any case saw them as a threat) and organized 
themselves into a separate breasld. Some cooperated with the Russian 
military government, unlike the native Jews, who — like their Christian 
counterparts — suffered at the occupier's hand. In September 1806, the 
son-in-law of the starost of the Jewish Sudits of Lagi turned out to be a major 
military and political spy in the service of the Russians. ^? | 

The legal vicissitudes of the early nineteenth century? did not 
significantly change the organizational structure of the communities; 
they merely clarified issues such as ownership of private property and 
naturalization processes. The legal wrangles between native and Sudit Jews, 
especially under the Organic Laws, further eroded the institution of starost. 


The Hakham Bashi'? 


Romanian Jewry's use of the terms hakham and hakham bashi (hahambasa 
in Romanian) to denote "rabbi" and "chief rabbi," respectively, indicates the 
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rise of the Sephardic Jews in the political and economic life. These titles 
later entered the lexicon of Ashkenazic Jewry in the lower Danube region. 
Both terms were used in Moldova as well as Walachia. 

The title hakham first appears in a travelogue by Patriarch Macarie 
of Antioch, describing his visit to the northern region of the Danube in 
1653-1659. Macarie identifies the guide placed at his disposal by the 
Walachian prince as “a Jewish hakham who was baptized during the reign 
of the late Matei [Basarab] and has become a Christian of unparalleled 
piety.” The convert, of Spanish origin, moved to Walachia from Istanbul in 
search of greener pastures.’ 

An account of a blood libel in Onitcani (Bessarabia) in 1726, during 
the reign of Mihai Racoviță, refers to the “great hakham” of Cracovia and 
the hakham of Dubšsari.!” A civil law suit of 13 April 1727 also mentions a 
hakham. 

Prince Grigore Ghica II of Moldova (first reign, 1726-1733) endorsed a 
royal document (carte gospod, carte domnească) stating that “the Jewish 
hakham, Jacob, and Buruz of Soroca are allowed to attend the fair and 
collect the crupca tax from all Jews in Tara Legasca according to their 
ancient custom." The crupca tax was evidently levied on kosher meat, "as 
is customary, as set forth in documents issued by previous rulers"!!! Thus, 
the authority of the “Jewish hakham" extended to lay matters, too, which 
were technically handled by the starost. Buruz, we may assume, was a 
starost or lay leader of some sort. Once again, we find references to custom 
and to documents issued by predecessors. 

The hakham bashi’s entitlement to the crupca tax expresses the central 
government's attitude to the community at the administrative level. As a 
commercial center and border town, Soroca may have enjoyed special status. 


108 IMER, I, doc. 146, pp. 107—108. Even earlier, another Jew had been baptized 
by Matei Basarab and granted the village of Uesti in recompense. See Arhivele 
Statului Bucuresti, fond Mitropolia Țării Românești, CXXXIX/4 (2 June 1646). 
On converts in Moldova in the eighteenth century, see M. R. Ungureanu, “Cateva 
aspecte ale regimului integrárii confesionale in Moldova," Arhiva Genealogicd, 
seria nouă, Iaşi, I (VI), 1994, 1-2, pp. 229-237. 

109 Cronica Ghiculestilor (above, note 20), p. 238; Cronica anonimă a Moldovei 
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In endorsing the rights granted by his predecessors, the prince was creating 
a tradition of sorts. While this endorsement testified to his confidence in the 
hakham, the ruler’s willingness to tolerate dual leadership within the Jewish 
community may have reflected a desire to control his foreign subjects more 
effectively. 

The document of 14 October 1741 (see above), which deals mainly with 
the appointment of the starost, states: "And from this day on, anyone 
who opposes this regulation of ours and stirs up dissension between 
us and the rabbis shall be doubly accursed...."'^ This regulation, which 
delineates the power structure within the community, emphasizes the ruler's 
intention to preserve communal autonomy according to "ancient custom." It 
fails, however, to clarify the division of power between starost and rabbi. 

The use of the plural voice and the absence of rabbis' signatures suggest 
that the document was composed by the starosti on behalf of the rabbis. 
This hypothesis is corroborated by the first line of the text ("Therefore we, 
the captains [!] of the breasld, together with the entire community") as 
well as the reference to potential “dissension between us and the rabbis” 
(who may have opposed the regulation). Thus, despite the apparent focus 
on a civil issue (sfarosti’s tax privileges), the document’s real purpose 
was to sort out an administrative issue — the appointment of the starost. 
The boyars' involvement in the process caused disputes concerning the 
respective jurisdictions of the starost and the rabbi. In the final analysis, 
both religious and lay leaders decided to resolve the conflict by separating 
"church and state." The rabbis also feared that the appointment of the starost 
“from the bottom up" created an administrative precedent that could threaten 
the transfer of rabbinical authority "from the top down" (*a rabbi is the son 
of a rabbi"). The boyars’ intervention in community affairs detracted from 
the prestige of the rabbinate. 

The purpose of involving the boyars in the appointment of the starost may 
have been to undermine the community through dual leadership. Be that as it 
may, government supervision of the rabbinate was hampered by the fact that, in 
structure, tradition, and motivation, this body was alien to the Christian cultural 
context. Moreover, since the rabbis frequently traveled for personal or public 
reasons, they usually considered themselves subject to no political or territorial 
authority. Under these circumstances, the authorities felt that the only Jewish 
leaders they could somewhat control were the starosti. The privileges awarded 
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the starosti created a common interest between them and the authorities, and 
the authorities used this leverage to divide the starosti and rabbis. 

The aforementioned documents do not name any religious leaders of Iasi's 
Jewish community — the largest and most influential in Moldova — in the 
early eighteenth century. Nonetheless, several rabbis’ names have survived 
the generations. For example, in 1618, Joseph Solomon Del Medigo and the 
physician and kabbalist Solomon b. Arayo met in lagi. ? Del Medigo studied 
kabbala in Constantinople, where he befriended the Karaites, before moving 
on to Vilna, where he served as Prince Radziwill's physician. En route to Vilna, 
Del Medigo spent time in Iasi, immersing himself in kabbalistic study.''* On 
his way back to Italy in the mid-seventeenth century, R. Nathan Hannover also 
sojourned in Iasi, where he may have completed his Yeven mezulah (Abyss of 
Despair) — on the Chmielnicki massacres — published in Venice in 1653.!? 
Mattathias Ashkenazi Bloch (Lieberman), a follower of Shabbetai Zvi, was 
also in Iasi then.''® 

Catagraphical studies reveal other leaders of the Iasi community. A 
tombstone in the Iasi cemetery, dated 7 Nisan 5738 (30 March 1678), is 
inscribed to “The Great Rabbi" Aryeh Leib b. Samuel.!"’ R. Lipman b. 
Yissachar died in February 1680. R. Petahiah (b. 1670 in Lvov, d. 1751 in 
Frankfurt-Am-Mein), son of the learned R. David of Lydda, rabbi of Iasi and 
later of Amsterdam, led the [agi community in 1705-1711. In the introduction 
to his father's book, Jr David (1719), which he edited, R. Petahiah describes 
himself as **the rabbinical incumbent and rector of the Iasi Talmudic Academy." 
This title, even allowing for hyperbole, shows European Jewry's high regard 
for the Iasi community and rabbinate. R. Judah Leib (d. 1784?) served as 
Tasi’s rabbi in 1744, as his daughter Reise's epitaph indicates. ? The rabbinical 
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dynasty in Iasi continued uninterrupted for years. Its scions served as hakham 
bashi of the Iaşi community, and later of all Moldovan Jewry, for about eight 
decades. 

In 1916, the historical journal Teodor Codrescu published a document dating 
back to 1777 and signed by Prince Grigore Ghica III of Moldova, appointing 
Mordecai b. Moses Hayim as hakham bashi. The journal's editor, Gheorghe 
Ghibánescu, dated the institution of hakham bashi back to the reign of Prince 
Alexandru of Moldova (1666-1668), on the basis of a document that, although 
no longer extant, he claimed to have seen with his own eyes.'!” 

The first verifiable reference to the hakham bashi as an administrative 
institution headed by a chief rabbi whose authority extended to the entire 
principality occurs in 1719, when Prince Mihai Racovita (third reign in 
Moldova) appointed the philosopher and kabbalist R. Naphtali Ha-Kohen (b. 
1649 in Ostrow) of Constantinople as hakham bashi. R. Naphtali's authority, 
albeit symbolic, almost certainly extended to the Jewish communities of 
Moldova and Walachia alike.'7° 

R. Naphtali died a year later. In 1715, he had failed to be reelected 
rabbi of Poznan (evidently due to his ties with the Sabbatean Nehemiah 
Chajon while holding office as rabbi of Prague [1711—1713]). Forced to 
leave Turkey, he set sail for Erez Yisra’el.!*! The hypothesis that R. Naphtali 
Ha-Kohen was appointed hakham bashi when R. Petahiah of Lydda left Iasi 
for Frankfurt-Am-Mein, R. Naphtali's birthplace, "? is not borne out by the 
documentation. 

R. Naphtali may have begun an uninterrupted line of succession. In any 
case, he was probably succeeded by R. Befalel, whose tombstone bears the 
inscription: *Here lies the great rabbi and luminary, the av beit din, our rabbi 
and mentor, Betalel, son of our rabbi and mentor, Isaiah Ha-Kohen, d. 25 
Heshvan 5504 [October 1743]."? R. Betalel may have been R. Naphtali's 
nephew. Like R. Petahiah, R. Betalel referred to himself as resh metivta (head 
of the academy). '?* 


19 Theodor Codrescu, I, 1916, 8, pp. 118-120. 
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R. Betalel is mentioned in a writ (carte de judecată, Iaşi, 25 January 
1742) issued by boyar judges in the trial of two Jews from Botosani, 
concerning technical errors in the sales deed of a house and plot of land 
in the city. One witness at the trial was Jacob, “brother-in-law of Betalel, 
the Ahakham of lagi," who was taken to the synagogue to testify under 
oath before the “hakham of Iaşi and all the Jews"? as well as before the 
government's representative from Botosani. The reference to Befalel as “the 
hakham of Iaşi” rather than simply "Ahakham" (as in hakham Mihel, referred 
to in 1743) is significant."? He probably led the rabbis who convened on 
14 October 1741 (see aforementioned document) to protest the chief starost s 
abuse of power." The writ refers to him as chief rabbi and supreme judge 
of Moldovan Jewry. Litigation — such as the Botosani case — was brought 
before him wherever possible. Therefore, his permission was required before 
a witness could testify in the synagogue under oath.'”* 

R. Betalel was also authorized to combat Sabbatean heresy in lagi. Several 
researchers accuse him of excessive passivity during the blood libel of Jews 
in Onitcani.'” Descriptions of the trial mention the “great” rabbi of Cracovia 
and the rabbi of Dubăsari but not the "rabbi of Iaşi.” !% This omission implies 
that the Iasi rabbinate, or its legal jurisdiction, was not yet clearly defined. 
It may likewise indicate that the rabbi of fasi was no more important, and 
perhaps even less, than the rabbi of Cracovia. All one can say with certainty is 
that R. Betalel was appointed in the first quarter of the eighteenth century and 
became known as hakham bashi posthumously. 

R. Betalel probably also collected taxes for maintenance of the synagogue, 
the yeshivah, etc., from which he received a tithe. Assisting in this collection 
were not the starost’s representatives but simple synagogue beadles and 
rabbinical court attendants. 

In December 1742, the Jews of Orhei complained about their hakham 
to Prince Constantin Mavrocordat of Moldova, who gave them *'a letter 
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of protection" (carte de apárare) exempting them from all duties and 
taxes payable to the hakham."' This document illustrates the considerable 
administrative autonomy the rabbi arrogated for himself and his increasing 
encroachment upon the starost’s authority: 


17 December [1742] 

I have delivered this princely decree (cartea domniei mele) to all the 
Jews of Orhei, who have complained to me that their hakham bashi 
abuses their trust, incurs expenses on their behalf, and deprives me of 
money that is my due. Therefore, I have delivered this princely decree, 
so they can defend themselves before the hakham bashi or any Jew 
from anywhere else. [By this letter, the Jews of Orhei] are no longer 
required to give the rabbi any money at all against their wishes, apart 
from donations they give of their own free will. We likewise enjoin 
you, hakham, to take heed and refrain forthwith from collecting any 
money whatsoever from them, for if they complain to us again, an 
unpleasant fate awaits you. ? 


The decree forbade the rabbi to tax the community without government 
approval in order to cover his expenses, and his income was restricted to 
“donations.” The government sought to keep the rabbi's salary as low as 
possible: The less the Jews paid him, the more they had for the Treasury. 
Hence the overt threat concluding the letter, designed to prevent him from 
overstepping his authority. The "donations" mentioned in the letter refer 
to the percentage of internal taxes allocated for the community's welfare. 
Prince Constantin reproached the rabbi for abusing his authority and 
reminded him that ultimate authority was vested in the prince, whom the 
Orhei community had to obey. This reminder of the rabbi's dependency on 
the government drove home the circumscribed autonomy of both religious 
and lay leaders. 

Betalel was succeeded either by his son Isac (Itzik) or by Zalman Ha-Kohen 
(d. 1752) and only later by Isac.?? Judging by his epitaph, Zalman was an 
authority on Torah, Talmud, and Kabbala but remained most unassuming,'** 
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thereby possessing all the qualities of a chief rabbi. Two years after Zalman’s 
death, documents begin referring to Isac as hakham bashi. 

The period between 1743 and 1754 was extremely stormy. Fragmentary 
evidence suggests that after R. Befalel's death in October 1743, the position 
of hakham bashi fell vacant. Naturally, many coveted it for its political and 
other privileges. And naturally, Moldova's new prince, Ioan Mavrocordat, 
sought a loyal follower for the post. However, in late 1746, the government's 
gross intervention in Jewish community affairs triggered a massive political 
scandal, in which the prince's secretary, Constantin Dapontes, played a key 
role. As one Romanian historian wrote: Dapontes persecuted the Jews. 
Moldovan Jewry paid him an enormous sum for the right to appoint a 
hakham bashi in lagi. In another instance, the Jews of Iasi paid him for the 
right to hang a rabbi they suspected of heresy." ^? 

The first episode is mentioned in Dapontes’ memoirs: As the prince's 
treasurer, he appointed a hakham bashi in exchange for 300 bags (pungi) of 
gold coins and an onca of Polish gold. The appointee was much too young" 
for the position, and the community was furious. Petitions and complaints were 
sent far and wide, especially to Constantinople, which issued instructions to 
dismiss the rabbi as “unsuitable on account of his youth." ? 

This incident raises several questions. First, as treasurer, Dapontes would 
more likely have dealt with the starost (as tax-collector) than with the 
hakham bashi. Yet a document issued by Grigore Ghica III on 1 September 
1776 shows that, in return for “a salary” paid out of internal taxes levied 
on the Jewish community of Iasi (and later of Moldova), the hakham bashi 
paid a tax directly to the treasurer.'? (The hakham bashi’s income derived 
not only from donations and taxes but from delivering halakhic rulings and 
collecting fines.)'' Thus, via the Treasury, the government could effectively 
monitor the hakham bashi's activities. This interdependence between the 


Treasury and the hakham bashi allowed behavior such as Dapontes'. 
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Equally instructive is the trajectory of the complaint lodged by the 
Jagi Jewish community. Originally addressed to the Moldovan prince, the 
grievance reached the Sublime Ottoman Porte. Since the office of imperial 
hakham bashi was created only in the early nineteenth century, the complaint 
was no doubt relayed to the overseer of Millets (non-Muslim communities), 
who was empowered to revise the prince's decision. Yet this official objected 
not to the prince's appointment method, only to his appointee's youth. 
Clearly, then, the local authorities had complete freedom in their dealings 
with the community's leaders, even if the latter, in their desperation, sought 
justice in Constantinople. 

Who was Dapontes’ young appointee? It could not have been Zalman 
Ha-Kohen, since he passed away five or six years later at a ripe old age. 
Could it have been Isac? In a deed dated 28 October 1754 concerning the 
sale of a seat in the Great Synagogue of Iasi, Naphtali, Isac's son, signs 
himself as “‘the nephew of the late hakham bashi Betalel Ha-Kohen," not as 
Isac's son. Nor does Isac's signature appear among "the leaders and heads 
of the community.” !® Although one possible interpretation of this omission is 
that Isac was excommunicated for some heinous crime, the fact that Dapontes 
did not appoint a new hakham bashi would seem to refute this hypothesis. 
His Ephémérides refers to an interregnum after Betalel’s death, although it 
may simply have taken the prince time to find a new hakham bashi whose 
gratitude and loyalty were assured. 

The rabbinic hanging mentioned above remains a mystery. Elsewhere in 
his book, Dapontes admits that he sanctioned the hanging of a Jew but that 
it backfired. ^^ 

Details ofthe execution of a Jewish tenant from Suceava appear in Cronica 
Ghiculestilor. Kogălniceanu, author of the Letopisefului (Chronicles) of 
Moldova, also refers to this incident. The Jew in question apparently went 
bankrupt and fled to Constantinople, where, through senior officials at the 
imperial court, he slandered the prince of Moldova. Due to the gravity of 
his accusations, this Jew was taken to laşi for investigation, and, after he 
was found to be lying, was put to death. 

The description of his execution sheds further light on the hakham bashi: 
"They immediately seized hold of him, took him to the bottom of the market 
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(near the hakham bashi’s residence), hanged him on a stall in the market, 
and left him hanging there for three days.”'*° 

The above shows that the hakham bashi's residence was a landmark in the 
Jewish quarter. The fact that the felon was hanged near the rabbi's house, 
which was frequented by Jews, rendered the punishment more effective 
and reminded the Aakham bashi that he had failed to prevent this tragic 
end. It also warned the Jews not to think there was any power higher than 
the prince's — not even that of the sultan's courtiers. “The bottom of the 
market," also known as Hagioaia Alley, was located near the valley of 
Cacaina, an area inhabited by foreigners (alogeni) since the early 1700s. 
Toward the end of the century, the Jewish neighborhood spread along 
the river and around the Great Synagogue. The hakham bashi's residence 
bordered the Jewish and Christian quarters. 

The details of this residence correspond to those in Catastiful Iaşilor, 
a fiscal yearbook of 1755, which contains the addresses of the houses 
belonging to “Isac, the Jewish rabbi," all adjacent to each other." An 
assessment of 28 January 1754 — ordered by Prince Matei Ghica of Moldova 
(1753-1756) — values one of these houses at forty lei, relatively expensive 
then. In dire financial straits, Isac agreed to mortgage the house built on 
Ráchitoasa Monastery property in order to pay some of the rent owing for 
the land. ^5 

Isac became hakham bashi under difficult circumstances and was officially 
recognized only in April 1757, after a charter of rights was issued to him by 
Prince Constantin Mihai Racovitá of Moldova during the latter's second reign: 


Whereas the entire Jewish community of the country is properly 
administered by its hakham bashi, Isac, an exemplar deserving of 
respect, a hakham bashi the likes of which the Jews have never known, 
whose resourcefulness enriches the community and also benefits the 
Treasury, and whereas the entire Jewish community agrees with his 
rulings and is satisfied with his actions; 
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We have decided to show him special consideration and deem it 
fitting to exempt each hakham bashi from the beehive tax (desetina) 
on fifty beehives, from the wine tax (vddrdrit) on 500 barrels (vedre) 
of wine, and from the cattle tax (cunifa) on ten head of cattle. On 
these amounts, he shall pay no tax. Likewise, he shall be entitled to 
three barrels of brandy (horilcd) per annum from Tara Lesascá free of 
taxes and duties. Nor shall tax be charged him for selling merchandise 
(mortasipie), and he shall be exempt from paying taxes to the local 
authority (părcălăbie). This regulation shall be valid in perpetuity, and 
no one shall violate it. We hereby appeal to all future rulers to honor 
this edict, just as we honor the edicts of our predecessors. As we have 
faithfully obeyed former rulings, we expect that they, too, shall honor 
this ruling for their own good [...]'” 


This hyperbole suggests a reward for some special feat, which "enriched 
the community and also benefited the Treasury.” The hakham bashi enjoyed 
more and larger tax exemptions (on honey, wax, wine, cattle, Polish brandy, 
sale of merchandise, and duties to the local authorities) than the starost. 
These privileges greatly divided the hakham bashi and the ordinary taxpayer. 
This letter signaled the introduction of the benefits granted the hakham bashi 
as the spiritual leader of Moldovan Jewry. 

The document safeguards these privileges for the future, too, thereby 
consolidating the hakham bashi’s dependency on the central government, his 
status vis-à-vis other members of the community, and — most importantly 
— the hereditary nature of his position. The charter of rights affirmed 
the administrative reciprocity between ruler and hakham bashi and was 
anchored in previous charters that had been honored and “obeyed.” 

Isac’s appointment as hakham bashi was endorsed by Prince loan Teodor 
Callimachi when he ascended the throne of Moldova (1758-1761). ?? Isac’s 
cooperation with the Racovitá family proved to be of mutual advantage: When 
Stefan Racovitá, Constantin Mihai's brother, ascended the throne of Walachia 
(for one year, 1764—1765), he, too, sent Isac a letter of endorsement. Dated 
May 1764, the document is addressed to the "Jewish starosti of Bucharest 
and other cities, other Jewish leaders, and all the Jews of Walachia": 


We deem it proper to appoint the prestigious and learned R. Isac, son 
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of R. Betalel, as hakham bashi over all Walachian Jewry, to lead you 
according to your laws, through a deputy he himself shall appoint in 
Bucharest, as is customary. The hakham bashi and deputy shall handle 
all the community’s affairs and uphold your religion. Income from 
weddings, betrothals, and divorces shall be given to the hakham bashi, 
as is practiced today. 

As for the traditional crupca tax — namely, the tax on kosher meat, 
whereby the hakham bashi collects forty bani for a large animal and 
thirty bani for a small one — since this custom has been condemned, 
we have decided that the hakham bashi shall no longer receive payment 
per animal slaughtered but will be entitled to a salary to be defrayed 
by the Jewish community. Every adult Jew, in the market towns or 
in the districts, shall pay one leu per annum toward the hakham 
bashi's salary. The hakham bashi's deputy shall collect this money 
and transfer it to him. No member of the Jewish community shall be 
entitled to appoint a hakham bashi elsewhere without first informing 
the aforementioned hakham bashi and his deputy. 

We hereby enjoin all starosti of the Jews, and all Jews in the market 
towns and throughout the country, to comply with this order and obey 
the hakham bashi and his deputy, granting him the honor he deserves 
according to your laws. No one may interfere with the hakham bashi's 
income or dare to infringe on any orders given by the hakham bashi 
or his deputy. Anyone who does so shall be severely punished. ?! 


The letter made Isac hakham bashi of Moldova and Walachia (his authority 
over the latter was assured through a representative). The main functions of 
the hakham bashi and his deputy were of a religious-legal nature: “to lead 
you according to your laws" and to “handle all the community's affairs and 
uphold your religion." 

The document specifies the hakham bashi's sources of income. First, he 
was entitled to charge for betrothals, marriages, and divorces, at the prince's 
discretion. Second, the hakham bashi was granted an annual salary in lieu 
of the tax on kosher meat, from which he had drawn his wages. Given 
the many Jews, each taxed one leu per annum, he must have earned a 
handsome salary, though part went to the Treasury. ? The hakham bashi's 
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152 Sixty lei in 1776. See ibid., doc. 96, p. 140. 
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representative — who was both appointed by and accountable to him — 
collected taxes from the Jews of Walachia, taking a percentage for himself 
before transferring the money to Iagi. 

The Aakham bashi also appointed all rabbis, thus controlling 
the administrative-religious structure of the communities. Presumably, 
community members considered the hakham bashi and starost threats to 
their autonomy. They feared the centralization of power whereby one man, 
be he starost or hakham bashi, could seal the fate of the Jewish community 
of Iasi. 

Isac's appointment was endorsed by the Walachian princes Alexandru 
Scarlat Ghica (on 3 December 1766) and Alexandru Ipsilanti (on 12 August 
1776). Both letters of endorsement ratified the rights and privileges of the 
hakham bashi and emphasized their basis in ancient tradition. ? They also 
paid tribute to Isac's accomplishments and the high regard in which the princes 
held him. 

Among the most important developments in this sphere was the 
institutionalization of the position of hakham bashi in Moldova. Isac's 
special status and his father's achievements gave the Ha-Kohen family a 
monopoly over the institution. This fact was extremely significant in shaping 
the elites of the foreign communities in the Romanian principalities at the 
dawn of the modern period. 

Isac's highly symbolic status transcended the boundaries of the 
principality, for in 1768 his signature appears in the ledger of the hevra 
kadisha of Visnita (Vishnitz, in the Ukraine)."* 

The last reference to Isac Ha-Kohen appears in a “princely decree" 
dated 18 October 1776 regarding Zalman Cascabel, who was found guilty 


153 G. Cront, A. Constantinescu, and A. Popescu (eds.), Acte judiciare din Tara 
Românească 1775-1781, Bucharest 1973, pp. 188-189; IMER, II/2, pp. 53-54, 
note 4. 

154 I. Kara, “Catastiful Hevrei Kedosa din Vijnița, anul 5528 (1768)" (in Yiddish), in 
Yivo Bleter (Vienna), XIV, 1939, 5, pp. 425—435. For the records of the Tailors’ 
Guild in Piatra-Neamț, signed by the hakham bashi and his son (indicating eventual 
succession), see Iosef Kaufmann, Cronica comunităților israelite din județul Neamf, 
vol. 1, Piatra-Neamț 1929, pp. 291—293. See also records of the Burial Society 
of Tárgul Neamt, 1776, ibid., vol. 2, pp. 269-271; for other signatures of this 
kind, see M.A. Halevy, Sinai 2 (1929), pp. 29-31; A. Lachover (I. Kara), Annual 
of Jewish Social Science, vol. 10, New York 1975, pp. 304—305; also see list of 
records in I. Kara, Izvoare ebraice privind istoria evreilor din România, lagi 1994, 
pp. 162-165. 
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of assault. Grigore Ghica III ordered Cascabel’s house and other assets 
impounded and sold, so the proceeds could be used to compensate his 
victims. On behalf of the Iasi community, the honorable hakham bashi Isac 
indeed auctioned off the house and grounds. '? 

Isac died in late 1776, leaving son Naphtali (first mentioned in 1754) old 
enough to step into his father's shoes. P? In March 1777, however, departing 
from the practice of keeping the position within the family, Grigore Ghica III 
appointed a new hakham bashi, Marcu. Although Marcu is hardly mentioned 
in the sources, an epitaph in the Bucharest cemetery helps identify him: 


Here lies the pious rabbi, renowned in his generation, the true kabbalist, 
the wonderfully sharp-witted disseminator of Torah, who has provided 
answers to many, the scholar of Israel, that most unassuming of 
men, av beit din and teacher of righteousness, our master and mentor 
Mordecai, son of our mentor R. Moses Hayim, deceased 2 Sivan 5551, 
may his soul be bound in the bond of everlasting life.!*’ 


By comparing the following letter of appointment with this epitaph, M.A. 
Halevy claims that Mordecai b. Moses Hayim (d. 20 June 1791) was none 
other than Marcu: 158 


Through this letter of appointment, we hereby notify all interested 
parties in the Jewish community of Iasi, as well as in other towns and 
villages in this country, that after the death of hakham bashi Isac, the 
Jewish community — headed by all its leaders — appealed to us to 
appoint Marcu the Jew as hakham, stating that he was learned and 
familiar with [its] books and laws. He was not only to arbitrate in 
disputes, as other rabbis have done before him, but to guide [the Jews] 
in observing the laws of their religion, as is their custom. And they 
said they would be content if Marcu were their leader. 

Therefore, we see fit to accede to this request, as we have in the 
past, and hereby appoint Marcu hakham bashi of all Jews in the city 


155. IMER, II/2, doc. 97, pp. 143-144. 

156 When his father died, Naphtali must have been at least thirty-five. (Since he is 
mentioned in 1754 among the notables witnessing the sale of a seat in the Great 
Synagogue of lagi, Naphtali must have been at least thirteen at the time, and his 
father died twenty-two years later.) Ibid., doc. 14, p. 14 (28 October 1754). 

157 Halevy (above, note 117), p. XIX, no. V. 

158 Halevy (above, note 31), p. 62. 
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of Iaşi and in the villages and towns, [ordering them to treat him] as 
they did the previous Aakham. And since the previous rabbi received a 
letter of appointment from our honorable rulers, and from us, too, we 
see fit to do the same. Therefore, through this letter of appointment, 
Marcu is appointed hakham bashi, and we hereby declare said hakham 
bashi exempt from all taxes, and no one shall importune him. 


Marcu’s privileges resembled his predecessor’s: tax exemption on ten head 
of cattle and one barrel of brandy per year (imported from Poland). 


The hakham bashi shall derive his income from fees on weddings, 
betrothals, and divorces, as is the old custom, without unduly burdening 
any one person. His salary shall be paid through a tax of one leu per 
annum to be collected from each Jewish taxpayer. Like the crupca, the 
hakham bashi’s income shall derive — according to the old custom 
— from a tax of forty bani on each ritually slaughtered animal. 

No Jew shall be entitled to appoint another rabbi without the hakham 
bashi's knowledge. We order all Jews to obey the hakham bashi and 
honor him as is their custom. They must turn to the hakham bashi to 
settle all matters within the Jewish community, according to [Jewish] 
custom and laws. Disputes between Jews shall be brought before the 
hakham bashi for arbitration. The honorable hakham bashi will refer 
more serious cases to the prince's treasurer. The starost of the Jews 
shall be appointed from one Passover to the next, as is customary, 
with the consent of the prince's treasurer. 


The letter of appointment ends by warning local officials (vel agd) not to 
“antagonize the hakham bashi [...] If any Jew in the community is unhappy 
with the Aakham bashi's decision, or complains that the hakham bashi did 
not act fairly or in accordance with custom, he may appeal to our court, and 
justice will be done." '? 

Only after Marcu (R. Mordecai b. Moses Hayim) was chosen by "the 
Jewish community" was his appointment endorsed by the prince. As a 
"learned [man] familiar with their books and laws," Marcu was an obvious 

_ candidate for the post. Among his functions were not only traditional 
arbitration of disputes but “guidance” in religious observance. This letter 
of appointment also endorsed the hakham bashi’s monopoly over the 


159 Cf. above, note 119; IMER, IU/2, doc. 106, pp. 177-178. 
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appointment of other rabbis. Despite only two tax exemptions (on cattle and 
wine), he was far from poor. Aside from wedding, betrothal, and divorce fees 
and an annual salary, the reinstated crupca tax (on ritually slaughtered meat) 
amounted to a significant income. The hakham bashi’s jurisdiction extended 
to new Jewish immigrants, irrespective of their community institutions. This 
attempt to turn these immigrants into taxpayers caused great strife within 
the Jewish communities in both principalities. 

That the hakham bashi's decisions could be appealed directly before the 
Supreme Court, rather than through the prince's treasurer, may indicate 
princely reservations concerning Mordecai's appointment. Alternatively, 
the prince may have wished to tighten his supervision over the Jewish 
community and integrate foreign Jews therein. As rapid population growth 
rendered the starost’s administrative and fiscal duties increasingly difficult, 
the central government naturally turned to the hakham bashi. Thus, the 
decline of the starost and the “breaslă of Jews" in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries coincided with the rise of the hakham bashi as the 
only figure uniting the Jews. Religion gradually became their only common 
denominator. The hakham bashi grew more involved in lay matters, while 
the starost's role was reduced to tax collection and local administration. 

Unlike his predecessors, Mordecai did not remain hakham bashi for long, 
and Naphtali, Isac's son, soon assumed the position he felt he deserved. On 
10 July 1786, Naphtali was asked to hear a divorce case, which subsequently 
came before the Supreme Court of Moldova.'® On 18 July, he was required to 
ratify a divorce agreement,'^! and on 21 July, he was sent to investigate a case 
of disputed ownership.'? Naphtali was to present the Supreme Court with a 
written report specifying his investigations and decisions. On 10 September, 
he was a main witness to an oath taken in the synagogue.!?? 

The Iasi community did not fare well under the Russian occupation 
(September 1788-December 1791). On 18 September 1788, the commander 
of the occupation forces handed Naphtali a letter of protection issued by 
Catherine II. On 17 May 1789, the Russian military administration issued 


160 IMER, 11/2, doc. 200, pp. 299—300. 

161 Ibid., doc. 201, p. 301. 

162 Ibid., doc. 202, pp. 301-302. 

163 Biblioteca Academiei Romane, fond Manuscrise, CXLI/8, fol. 1-1 v. The Moldovan 
Divan determined the text of the More Judaico and the manner of the oath. IMER, 
II/2, doc. 204 (18 November 1786), pp. 308—309. 

164 ASI, fond Litere, S/8, fol. 28; IMER, H/2, doc. 217, pp. 325-326. 
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asimilar document, granting the hakham bashi the right to act “according to 
the law and local custom." Naphtali's father had been likewise empowered 
during the Russian occupation of Moldova (September 1760 -September 
1774). 

The Jewish immigrants from Poland and Galicia united into a “breaslă 
of foreign Jews,” as distinct from the “breaslă of native Jews." The lack 
of clear boundaries between the two groups led to constant power struggles 
between them. On 31 March 1790, the first attempt was made to clarify 
the immigrants’ status, after Naphtali was reappointed hakham bashi at the 
initiative of Count Grigori Alexandrovitz Potemkin, commander of the local 
czarist forces. Naphtali continued in office "according to the charters of 
rights granted to His Honor by the Moldovan prince" and retained all his 
powers (“he shall act unimpeded in all matters according to the law”). Since 
the hakham bashi was entitled to judge “disputes between Jews,” it was 
necessary to add: “... and all the affairs of the community, [...] including of 
the foreign Jews, shall be subject to his authority, according to regulations 
he shall determine. Everything shall be done according to his regulations, as 
determined by him, and he shall report frequently to me and to the Divan.”!®° 

Although the text is vague, it testifies to the Russian authorities’ intention 
to uphold the hakham bashi's status despite the influx of immigrants and 
to standardize treatment of foreign and native Jews. This goal proved more 
difficult than expected. On the one hand, the new immigrants paid far 
fewer taxes than the native Jews, who coveted Sudit status. On the other 
hand, Sudits were barred from legal or economic activity. Despite the above 
document, a ruling issued by the boyars of the Divan on 18 September 1790 
shows that the hakham bashi had trouble imposing his authority over the 
foreign Jews: 


hakham bashi Naphtali of Iasi, chief rabbi of all Jews, clarified in his 
appeal to the Divan that a growing number of foreign Jews are reaching 
Iaşi from Poland and elsewhere. Numerous disputes have broken out 
among them, which, according to their religion and the customs of 
our land, should be arbitrated by the hakham bashi. However, many 
native Jews prefer to circumvent him and resolve their disputes alone. 
Therefore, he has appealed to the Divan requesting that the foreign 


165 ASI, ibid., fol. 32; IMER, 11/2, doc. 225, p. 341. 
166 ASI, ibid., fol. 23; IMER, 11/2, p. 341, note 1. 
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Jews and their starost as well as the native Jews be subject to his 
authority. 


The Divan approved Naphtali’s request “on the basis of the charters of rights 
granted by the rulers,” and the hakham bashi was granted absolute authority 
over the Sudits, including the right to arbitrate their disputes. The Divan 
remained the Supreme Court of Appeal.'®’ 

As a result of the war and the expenses of running the rabbinate, Naphtali's 
income dwindled. The most obvious way of boosting it was by taxing the 
sudits. Naphtali even wrote to the military administration requesting "that 
he, too, be entitled to support in order to help his family." As he succinctly 
stated: "Supporting a large family in this city is expensive. Circumstances 
have plunged him into heavy debt, and he cannot feed his family properly." 
Following this appeal, the military administration allowed him to collect 
one para for each oca of meat bought by Jews in “all villages and towns." 
Moreover, lest this privilege create antagonism, the local authorities were to 
help collect the money.'® 

In 1793, Prince Mihai Sutu of Moldova endorsed Naphtali's appointment 
as hakham bashi. The writ of endorsement cites his loyalty and honesty, 
characteristics shared by “his father, Isac, before him, and his uncle, who 
also served as rabbis until their deaths." Naphtali was exempt from taxes 
on ten head of cattle and a barrel of brandy, *which he may have brought 
to Moldova to celebrate his appointment." His three brothers — Leib of 
Roman, Me'ir of Botosani, and Saie (Isaiah) of Iasi — were likewise exempt, 
testifying to the high regard in which the entire family was held. 

Superficially, this document resembles others in referring to the hakham 
bashi's sources of income (such as the crupca tax), monopoly over the 
appointment of other rabbis, legal authority, right to arbitrate disputes, and 
subordination to the treasurer. Regarding the appointment of the starost, 
however, the writ suddenly introduces an innovation: “All Jewish starosti 
— appointed each year around the Passover festival, as is the custom 
— shall be chosen at the hakham bashi's discretion, via the prince's 
treasurer.” 

Effectively dependent on the hakham bashi, the starost lost all but his 
fiscal function (collection of the community tax). The hakham bashi could 


167 ASI, ibid., fol. 31; IMER, H/2, doc. 234, p. 351. 
168 ASI, ibid., fol. 43; IMER, IU2, doc. 241, p. 358. 
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now ward off complaints by Sudits by appointing his protégé as their 


169 
starost. 


The extension of the hakham bashi’s tax exemption to his family reflected 
Naphtali's growing authority and influence. In his letter of endorsement from 
Prince Alexandru Callimachi of Moldova on 6 July 1795, tax exemptions 
were granted to Leib, Me' ir and Saie as well as to “Abraham, one of his sons," 
and Joseph, one of his sons-in-law. The charter of rights bestowed upon him 
by Alexandru Constantin Ipsilanti on 29 November 1799 included “David, 
son-in-law of Smil of Tasi.”!’° Prince Ionita Sandu Sturdza of Moldova 
(1822-1828) granted a tax exemption to Naphtali’s three sons (Isaac, 
Joseph, and Zalman) as well as to Jancu (son of Joseph, son of Saie), 
a member of the Iasi rabbinical council." The census of 15 July 1808 
completes the picture by informing us that Naphtali married Leah;'” their 
son Abraham married Saine, who bore him four children;!? and Naphtali and 
Leah’s daughter, Baya, married Iosif “the civil servant,” with whom she had 
one son (see appendix 1).' | 

The Jewish professional guilds also paid a financial tribute to the hakham 
bashi. The Guild of Manufacturers of Army Headgear in lagi, for example, 
awarded the “av beit din of the holy community of Iasi and hakham bashi of 
the entire country" two gold ducats upon his appointment and two more at 
the Feast of Tabernacles (1796—1797).'” The founding charter of the Jewish 
Hatters' Guild of Iasi (1797) bears the signatures of such community leaders 
as “the rabbi, the great luminary, av beit din of the rabbinical court of Iasi 
and the entire country," R. Naphtali Ha-Kohen. The charter entitled him 
to one gold ducat at Passover and another at the Feast of Tabernacles.!7ó 
Naphtali's signature also appears, alongside that of six other notables, on the 
founding charter of the Jewish Tailors' Guild of Iagi (1798). In effect, anyone 
who violated the charter was tried by the hakham bashi and had to defray the 
legal costs of the case." 


169 Ibid., doc. 275, pp. 402-403. 
170 Ibid., p. 404, notes 3, 4. 
171 Halevy (above, note 31), p. 64, note 1. 
, 172 ASI, fond Manuscrise, 1634, fol. 34v. 
173 Ibid., fol. 73. 
174 Ibid., fol. 72b. 
175 IMER, II/2, doc. 305, p. 438. 
176 Ibid., doc. 308, pp. 443—444. 
177 Y. Kara, “Catastiful breslei croitorilor evrei din Iasi ," RCM, XXXIII, 1988, 654. 
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This and other sources of revenue swelled the hakham bashi’s income to 
such an extent that in 1810, at the height of the Russo-Turkish War, he paid 
the Agie the princely sum of 1,000 lei “from the income he received from 
the Jews." 7$ 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, the conflict between the hakham 
bashi and the Sudits intensified, as he attempted to extend his authority over 
this expanding group, who insisted on remaining outside the breaslă of 
native Jews to avoid paying taxes. The conflict centered on the crupca (or 
gabela) tax on ritual slaughter. On 14 July 1796, G. Timoni, the Austrian 
consulate of lagi, reported to Vienna on the “cause of the flare-up and 
constant clashes": 


The Jewish community of Iasi, with the approval of Prince [Callimachi], 
agreed to pay sixteen pungi for all the privileges stipulated in the charter 
of rights, instead of the individual tax placed on community members. 
The community is now trying to raise this amount from the sale of meat, 
whose price has risen to four para per oca. 


The foreigners — including the Russian Sudits — also paid this tax, 
under penalty of excommunication, as stipulated by the document. Together 
with the Russian consul, Severin, Timoni began planning the "appointment 
of a new rabbi" for the Sudit Jews alone, breaking the hakham bashi's 
monopoly.'? On 18 July, the prince received a memorandum asking him to 
lift the hakham bashi's excommunication of his Sudit opponents and to 
consent to the appointment of a rabbi who would be solely responsible 
for them.'*° The fact that Iasi had only one kosher butcher (a native who had 
opened his shop before the influx of Sudits) was itself a source of much friction 
between the two communities.'*! 

Following the Russo-Turkish War (1806-1812), diplomatic reports also 
referred to standardizing the taxation of native and Sudit Jews, as the 
natives’ tax burden became increasingly oppressive.'?? Both during and 
after the Russian occupation? (until 1821), the native Jews — backed 


178 Bulat (above, note 103), pp. 188—189. 

179 IMER, W/2, doc. 303, pp. 436-437. 

180 Ibid., p. 437, note 1; Iorga (above, note 105), p. 76. 

181 Ibid., pp. 96-97 (Timoni's report of 13 May 1797). 

182 Ibid., pp. 281-282 (Hapsburg consul’s report of 12 September 1817). 

183 T.G. Bulat, “Din viata economico-socialá a Moldovei la 1809—1811," AB, VI, 
1934, 1, pp. 6-8 (for the years 1810, 1811). 


50 


Jewish Leadership Institutions in the Romanian Principalities 


by the government — enjoyed a monopoly over ritual slaughter in both 


184 and over the appointment of butchers, thereby safeguarding 


principalities 
185 


the hakham bashi's income. 

Naphtali was succeeded by his younger brother Saie (Isaiah), also of Iaşi 
(Naphtali’s sons were probably too young or otherwise unsuited to replace 
him). Saie took office at the height of the conflict between the hakham bashi 
and the Sudits and frequently complained to Prince Ionita Sandu Sturdza 
about them, prompting the prince to reaffirm the privileges of the native 
Jews (1 February 1823): 


Whereas the community of Jews in Iasi has demonstrated, through 
complaints to His Majesty, that, according to the authorization issued 
by the rulers, and according to a special authorization to uphold Jewish 
laws and customs, they are all required to obey the decisions of the 
hakham bashi and the leaders of the native Jewish community; 

And whereas some of them, particularly foreigners and agitators, 
refuse to act according to these laws, reject good counsel, cause the 
community trouble, and refuse to pay taxes incumbent upon them; 
And whereas the letter of authorization has been lost; 

The Jews have asked us to issue a new letter of authorization based 
on Treasury records [...] (See appendix 2.) 


Similar authorizations were issued in 1800 by Prince Alexandru Constantin 
Ipsilanti of Moldova; in 1804 by Alexandru Constantin Moruzi (second 
reign); in 1814 by Scarlat Alexandru Callimachi (third reign); and again by 
Mihai Grigore Suțu (1819-1821). In the early nineteenth century, Prince 
Ioniță Sandu Sturdza even endorsed the authority of the hakham bashi and 
other notables (Iosif Postvariu, Solomon Izrail, and the Sudit Iosif Daniil) 
over the Jews of the principality and authorized the establishment of a 
"coalition" to run the Moldovan community. The Jewish Sudits could not 
appoint their own butcher or rabbi but were to defer to the hakham bashi and 
uphold the traditions, privileges, monopolies, and community organizations 
of the native Jews.'* 


184 Ioan Caragea, ruler of Walachia during 1812-1818, granted the native Jews 
à "certificate of monopoly" over ritual slaughter, in accordance with the "old 
custom." See Urechia (above, note 79), vol. 10a, Bucharest 1900, pp. 157-158 (18 
April 1813). This certificate was renewed in July 1817 (ibid., p. 45, note 1). 

185 Iorga (above, note 160), pp. 550-551. 

186 Codrescu, Uricariul..., vol. 3, Iaşi 1853, pp. 275-277. 


51 


Mihai Razvan Ungureanu 


Prince Ionita Sturdza endorsed the articles of the Callimach Code (Codul 
Callimachi) that applied to the Sudits.'*’ Article 44 of the Code promised 
“political rights” to native Jews whose “citizenship” had passed from father 
to son. Article 45 clarified the inferior legal status of foreign Jews vis-a-vis 
natives, while Article 46 required the foreigners to comply with the laws of the 
locals. Since “differences of cult do not impinge on the aforementioned rights” 
(Article 47), any Sudit defiance of the hakham bashi was punishable.'®* Like 
the authorization issued by Sturdza, the Callimach Code officially endorsed 
the hakham bashi’s prerogatives and, by inference, the superiority of the 
native Jews. Early in his reign, Sturdza attempted to settle disputes within 
the Jewish community by reaffirming the hakham bashi’s powers, rights, 
and privileges (see appendix 2). 

As more native Jews and new immigrants aspired to Sudit status, the 
institution of hakham bashi declined even further. Even K. A. Koch, the 
Prussian diplomatic representative in Iasi, pointed out that in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, the number of immigrants “defecting” to the Sudits 
had risen steeply.'?? The hakham bashi was constantly criticized in the many 
reports submitted to the foreign consulates or to the Sublime Porte. A letter 
of 1824 (or 1825) by Grand Vizier Mahmad Salim Pasha ordered the prince 
to intervene in the case of the Austrian Sudit Mendel Sweiler, residing in 
Iasi, whose inheritance had been unlawfully appropriated by hakham bashi 
Saie Naftulowich. The grand vizier demanded that the money be returned to 
the Austrian consul in Moldova and that the laws of inheritance pertaining 
to foreign subjects be safeguarded. ?? A year later, the sultan reprimanded the 
prince after Jewish Sudits complained that their rights had been violated. ”! 

In reinforcing the status of the Aakham bashi through his 1823 
endorsement of rights, Sturdza sought to rule Iasi’s foreign subjects. To that 
end, he conducted a series of censuses of the Sudit population, prompted 
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both by political considerations (his wish to control the foreigners, many 
of whom had participated in the 1821 insurrections) and economic motives 
(his desire to eliminate tax evasion, force the Sudits to respect commercial 
cartels, and the like). Since his efforts were opposed by both the consulates 
and the Sudits,? he enlisted the help of the native Jewish leadership, which 
shared his interest in controlling the foreigners' activities. 

Upon the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish War in 1828-1829, which 
culminated in the Adrianopolis Peace Treaty, Saie, son of Isac, asked the 
Russian occupation authorities to endorse his appointment as hakham bashi. 
Among the documents presented to the Moldovan court were a "statement 
of income" and a document affirming the hakham bashi's right to appoint 
starosti. In July 1828, the occupation authorities ordered local officials to 
help Saie unconditionally. ? 

The Organic Laws (Regulamentele Organicele — constitutional 
documents drawn up by committees of boyars under the guidance of the 
Russian occupation forces) were applied to Walachia on 1 July 1831 and to 
Moldova on 1 January 1832. Virtually identical in both principalities, 
these statutes abolished the breasld’s legal and fiscal autonomy. The 
traditional leadership institutions were replaced by a network of community 
councils, including a nominal chief rabbi and Jewish lay council (epitropia 
natia evreiască) instead of a starost. The chief rabbi, elected by the 
entire community, was a watered-down hakham bashi empowered only 
to issue halakhic decisions. The breaslă was succeeded by "the Jewish 
nation” (nafia evreiascá) — a distinct ethnic entity allowed its own 
ritual, culture, organizations, and customs but bound by the principles 
of assimilation embodied in the Organic Laws.^ By depriving all Jews 
of their rights, the Organic Laws also erased the distinction between natives 
and foreigners. Neither group could be represented in Romanian society by 


192 Jean D. Condurache, Câteva cuvinte asupra condiției juridice a străinilor înainte 
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1912. 

193 ASI, fond Isprávnicia ținutului Neamt, tr. 634, op. 696, dos. 48, fol. I. 

194 C. Iancu, Les Juifs en Roumanie 1866-1919 — De l'exclusion à l'émancipation, 
Aix-en-Provence 1978, pp. 46-50. 
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autonomous institutions. At last, the civil status of both categories of Jews 
was standardized, but not as they had hoped. Henceforth, both native and 
Sudit Jews were considered inferior, with no claim to the privileges granted 
Christian-Orthodox citizens." Furthermore, the Organic Laws entrusted the 
hakham bashi’s last remaining function — tax collection — to civil servants. 
For the first time, the entire Jewish population, irrespective of origin and 
former prerogatives, was taxed (see appendix 3).!9* 

The last hakham bashi, Saie, clung to his position. In January 1832, 
he asked the Extraordinary Administrative Council — Moldova's supreme 
administrative body — to endorse his appointment as hakham bashi, based 
on precedent (in the manner of “the enlightened rulers of the past"), tradition 
(his family's hold on the position), and performance ("services rendered"). 
He also complained that “the Austrian subjects" were seeking to incite the 
entire community against him. Opposing him was merchant Zisu Kaufman, 
apparently an aspiring lay leader who enjoyed the authorities’ backing. '? 

Initially Saie was backed by the starost of the fasi community and by the 
breaslă of native Jews: 


For over three centuries, the hakham bashi of this country — in 
accordance with letters of appointment issued by rulers and approved 
by foreign powers — has always been a local rabbi and native Jew, 
not a foreign Jew, and the native Jews have upheld this custom [...] 
Recently we have seen how foreign Jews — Austrian subjects — 
who have been in this country only briefly, and lack documents or 
status, defy our traditional leaders and leadership institutions, disrupt 
the harmony of our community, and deprive the hakham bashi and us 
of all the rights due us as native Jews born and raised in this country 
[...]./59 

Taking advantage of the consulates’ protection, [the foreign Jews] 
plotted to take legal and religious control of the Jews of the principality 
and of the community's funds. Through various intrigues, they 
succeeded in persuading the Moldovan Divan to consider their case, 


195 B. Stambler, L'Histoire des Israélites roumains et le droit d'intervention, Paris 
1913, pp. 66-69. 

196 Regulamentul Organic al Principatului Moldovei, cap. 3, art. 53, anexa P; ibid., 
art. 47, anexa Z; Albina românească, no. 28 (20 April 1833). 

197 ASI, fond Secretariatul de Stat al Principatului Moldovei, 163/1832—-1845, fol. 1. 

198 Ibid., fol. 3. 
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which they based on false evidence. Ultimately, the Divan appointed 
another hakham bashi whom the foreign Jews brought over from 
Austria, instead of the previous hakharn bashi, against the wishes and 
rights of his Russian, Prussian, and Moldovan Jewish subjects. Granted 
supreme authority, this hakham bashi is causing the community untold 
harm by squandering money and using [public funds] to pay debts he 
accumulated prior to assuming office.'?? 


Russia seized this opportunity to intervene in Moldovan Jewish affairs by 
supporting Saie, who stood accused of misappropriating community funds. 
Finding his complaints baseless, the Moldovan authorities sought to abolish 
the institution of hakham bashi. In the final analysis, Saie was forsaken by 
Russia, too, and in January 1833 he became the target of a smear campaign 
fueled by the Austrian and Russian consulates. Tried for embezzlement, 
he was soon convicted of unjustified expenditure. In 1834, the community 
promised to support their former leader and his family financially until the 
death of all his immediate relatives, but after his death (June 1840) the 
allowance ceased.?? In 1844—1845 his son Joseph sued the major bankers 
of Moldova, Saie's erstwhile confidants, for the money owed him.??! 

Saie's professional disgrace did not affect his personal standing. In 1833, 
he still lived in the “hakham bashi’s residence,” next to Joseph.?? Some 
thirty years later, the publishing house of Foifa de istorie si literaturd, a 
journal edited by B. F. Haşdeu, was still described as being situated in 
“Leiba Goldman's stationery shop, alongside the hakham bashi’s residence" 
in Iaşi.” The offspring of the hakham bashi dynasty were also personalities 
in their own right: Dr. Moses Rozen, chief rabbi of Romania, claimed to 
descend from R. Naphtali Ha-Kohen.™ 

The hakham bashi was represented in other communities of Walachia 
and Moldova by loyal “deputies” (vechili) whom he appointed. Botosani's 


199 Ibid., fols. 15— 16b. 

200 Ibid., fol. 89 ff. 

201 Ibid., fols. 99, 100—104 ff. ASI, fond Secretariatul de Stat al Principatului Moldovei, 
1388/1845, fols. 7-8. 

202 Tabla ulitelor ce au a se pardosi cu piatrd... (15 May 1833), citing N. A. Bogdan, 
“Cu prilejul pavárii câtorva uliti din lagi in 1833," Joan Neculce — Revista științifică 
a Muzeului Municipal laşi, 1921, fasc. 1, p. 47. 

203 Sorar (above, note 129). 

204 Moses Rosen, “Strain si bástinag," RCM, XXXII, 1988, 656; Moses Rosen, 
Primejdii, încercări, miracole, Bucharest 1990, pp. 24-25. ; 
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“deputy hakham bashi,’ Joseph, was instructed by the local authority to 
measure some stalls together with the starosti Cerbul and Usar (14 April 
1776)?95 Joseph was also ordered to witness an inquiry into a land transaction 
in Botosani on 27 July 1782,96 as he had on 19 August 1781.7” 

During the Turkish occupation of Moldova, the hakham bashi of 
Iaşi was restricted by emergency measures introduced by the military 
administration. Various communities complained to this administration. The 
Turkish command ordered the dismissal of Me'ir, “deputy hakham bashi 
of Roman," for organizing activities contrary to local interests (perhaps 
participation in the 1821 insurrections), and replaced him with *'suitable and 
wise" Isaiah Brander.??* 

In Bucharest too, the “deputy Aakham bashi,” albeit not a rabbi, oversaw 
the entire Jewish community of Walachia. The letters of appointment issued 
by Walachian princes Stefan Racoviță (May 1784) and Alexandru Ipsilanti 
(12 August 1776) granted Isac, Betalel's son, the right to be represented 
“by a deputy to be chosen and appointed in Bucharest,"?? “according to 
the former custom whereby the hakham bashi had a deputy here to see to 
all matters according to our laws.”?!° The following incident testifies to the 
cooperation between the hakham bashi and the starost of Bucharest, who 
also served as his representative. In 1772, when the home of Hayim of 
Botosani was robbed, the hakham bashi appealed to all the Jews of Moldova 
and Walachia to help recover the stolen property and capture the felon. 
The goods were found in Bucharest and returned to the authorities (at the 
hakham bashi’s insistence) by Joseph, “starost of the Jews."?"! 

In February 1775, Prince Alexandru Ipsilanti of Walachia endorsed the 
appointment of Pilat as starost (see above). The letter of endorsement 
exempted him from both direct and indirect taxes and granted him extensive 
powers in the principality. Moreover, “as deputy hakham bashi, he collected 
one leu per annum from each Jewish homeowner." Pilat's successor, Joseph 
Simeon, was endorsed on 7 October 1783 by Ipsilanti's successor, Prince 


205 ASI, fond Documente, 360/129; IMER, 11/2, doc. 92, p. 138, note 1. 
206 ASI, fond Documente, 360/145; IMER, 1U2, doc. 157, p. 245. 

207 lorga (above, note 56), vol. 7, doc. 35, p. 129. 

208 Guboglu (above, note 190), doc. 1627, p. 461 (22 September 1822). 
200 IMER, 1/2, doc. 46, p. 52. 

210 Cront et al. (above, note 153), p. 188; IMER, II/2, p. 53, note 4. 

211 Urechia (above, note 79), vol. 2, Iasi 1892, pp. 423-425. 

212 IMER, 11/2, doc. 86, pp. 133—134. 


56 


Jewish Leadership Institutions in the Romanian Principalities 


Mihai Sutu.? Prince Nicolaie Mavrogheni likewise issued an endorsement 
on 10 January 1787: 


The starost and his family are exempt from the chimney tax (fumdrit) 
and other taxes, such as tax on crops and beehives; he is also entitled 
to a fee of thirty bani for collecting taxes from the Jews. As deputy 
hakham bashi, he is entitled to collect one thaler per annum from 
each Jewish family, as well as other taxes due the hakham bashi, as is 
customary.^'^ 


joseph Simeon was succeeded by David b. Moses, appointed in December 
1792 under Prince Mihai Suțu (second reign).^? On 8 September 1798, 
Prince Constantin Hangerli endorsed this appointment.?'^ 

The conflict that erupted in Iasi over high taxation occurred, to a lesser 
extent, in Bucharest, too..In March 1802, the Jewish community decided to 
raise the price of kosher meat in order to provide more income for the rabbis 
and deputy hakham bashi. When the foreign Jews protested, with their 
consuls’ support, the government ordered an inquiry?" As a result, Prince 
Alexandru Ipsilanti replaced the deputy hakham bashi (17 April 1805).?'* 

The Russian occupation (December 1805-May 1812) affected the status 
of the deputy hakham bashi. In 1808-1809, he was forced to accept 
the Divan's rulings concerning work and rest days for Jewish merchants 
and artisans.?? On 8 March 1811, the Divan informed the commander of 
the Russian occupation forces that the Jewish starost had been arrested, on 
unspecified charges. The Divan ordered his replacement with a Catholic 
starost of German origin, who would be responsible for the Bucharest 
Jewish community and for Walachian Jewry in general. Alarmed, the native 
Jews and Sudits united to release the Jewish starost and safeguard his 
institution.” That August, the Jews of Ploieşti demanded independence, an 
end to the starost’s subordination to Bucharest, and the right to elect their 


213 Urechia (above, note 79), vol. 1, Iasi 1891, pp. 450—451; IMER, II/2, doc. 168, p. 
261. 

214 Urechia (above, note 213), p. 451; IMER, II/2, doc. 205, pp. 309-310, 261 (note 
1). : 

215 IMER, 1/2, doc. 260, pp. 382-383. 

216 Ibid., doc. 314, pp. 454-455. 

217 Urechia (above, note 79), vol. 8, Bucharest 1897, pp. 226-227. 

218 Ibid., pp. 657—658; ibid., vol. 9, Bucharest 1900, pp. 278-279. 

219 Ibid., p. 355. 

220 Ibid., pp. 588—589. See also note 3. 


Mihai Răzvan Ungureanu 


starost and rabbi (both formerly appointed by the starost of Bucharest). The 
local government (Logofefia) in Ploiesti recommended that the Divan grant 
these requests while retaining the rabbi’s administrative and hierarchical 
dependency on Bucharest. This move would have effectively restricted 
the starost and rabbi to legal matters. Although the Divan ratified the 
request, it rescinded their privileges to underscore both men's inferiority.??! 
Thus, Ploieşti gained its own “deputy hakham bashi” (a title chosen by the 
incumbent — Moisi Sticlaru — himself), who was also a rabbi.2” 

The power struggle in Ploieşti revived the issue of the starost’s 
replacement. In the final analysis, the “German [candidate was appointed] 
over all the Jews" at a salary of 100 thaler a month, as the boyars of the 
Divan reported to General Comnino in March 1812: *Such a thing has never 
happened here or in other cities. Not even in Iasi, where most Jews live, 
has there been such a violation of their rights." According to the boyars, the 
"German" was appointed starost of the Sudit Jews?” 

On 28 February 1813, during the reign of Prince Ioan Gheorghe Caragea, 
Hayim Hers was appointed starost and deputy hakham bashi of both native 
and Sudit Jews.’ His prerogatives were endorsed on 23 February 1819 by. 
Prince Alexandru Suțu (second reign). The letter of endorsement also renewed 
the rights of the native Jewish community and reaffirmed its supremacy and 
autonomy.” 

Prince Grigore Ghica IV of Walachia (first reign, 1822-1828) failed to 
endorse the starost of Bucharest's former status. The continuous decline 
of the starost, like that of the hakham bashi in Moldova, intensified the 
Sudits’ opposition to this traditional form of authority. The dissolution of 
the old communities, the centralist tendencies of the foreign Jews, and the 
establishment of Jewish lay councils effectively sounded the death knell for 
the communal leadership institutions that had lasted three centuries. 


221 Ibid., p. 355. 

222 Ibid., vol. 11, Bucharest 1900, pp. 793—795, annexe 44, 45. 

223 Ibid., p. 795. 

224 A. Urechia, “Societatea sub I. G. Caragea,” ARMSI, vol. 28, s. 2, 1900-1904, pp. 
80-81. 

225 Urechia (above, note 79), vol. 12, Bucharest 1898, pp. 391—392, note 1. 
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Appendix 2 


Authorization by Prince Mihai Grigore Sutu of Moldova regarding the 
Prerogatives of the Hakham Bashi, 18 June 1820 


(Arhivele Statului Iasi, fond Litere, S/8, fol. 32—32v)" 


I hereby announce, through this authorization issued by myself to all interested 
parties, that the community of Jews of Iasi and other towns has traditionally 
had a hakham bashi to settle the community’s affairs and arbitrate disputes 
that may arise. According to the authorization of the previous enlightened 
ruler, Scarlat Callimachi, Saim, brother of Naphtali, the former hakham bashi, 
was appointed to this position in accordance with the ancient tradition and 
custom of the community — a tradition that the new hakham bashi will always 
be from the family of the incumbent. After deliberating on the matter and 
confirming that said Saim has acted justly and honorably since his appointment 
as hakham bashi of the native Jews, and has done all he can for the sake 
of the community, and has competently carried out the assignments imposed 
upon him by the royal court, we have deemed him fitting to serve as rabbi. 
Therefore, through this authorization, we appoint Saim to this position, and 
resolve that henceforth he shall be the uncontested hakham bashi over the 
entire Jewish community, both inside and outside Iaşi. 

According to the prerogatives set forth in the authorizations issued by 
enlightened rulers in the past, exempting the hakham bashi from taxes 
and duties, this hakham bashi shall also be exempt from taxes and duties 
as stated. And no one shall badger him for any payment, however small. 
Likewise, lancu, Saim’s grandson from Botosani, will also be exempt from 
taxes to the Treasury, and any other tax and duty, and shall not be badgered 
for any payment whatsoever. 

The hakham bashi’s income from betrothals, weddings, and divorces 
is due him according to ancient custom, and religious law, at a uniform 
rate. All Jewish homeowners and storekeepers in the towns and villages 
shall continue paying one leu per annum toward the hakham bashi’s salary. 
This fee shall apply to homeowners and storekeepers only. According to 
their number, the hakham bashi shall draw his salary from the tax coffer 
of each locality. The money the Jewish community owes the government 


Prince Ioniță Sandu Sturdza issued an identical authorization in 1823 (ibid., fol. 
32-33). 
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shall first be deducted, and the remainder shall be used to pay the hakham 
pashi’s salary. Money collected from Jews according to ledgers and the 
arrangements specified above shall be placed in special tax coffers. 

Taxpayers’ ledgers shall be kept honestly, without detracting from the 
hakham bashi’s rights, and tax shall be collected by the rabbis or starosti 
of the Jews in the various localities. In cases of fraud, vested interests, or 
attempted abuse of the tax collection process, all misappropriated money 
must be returned, and the government must be informed, so the culprit shall 
be suitably punished. 

The crupca (meat tax), the backbone of the hakham bashi’s salary, shall 
be collected in Iasi according to agreements drawn up with the butchers of 
Iaşi, and in other towns at the rate of forty-five bani for each large animal 
and two para for each ritually slaughtered sheep or lamb. 

No Jew may appoint another rabbi without first informing the 
aforementioned hakham bashi. Starosti of urban Jews shall be appointed by 
the hakham bashi only. 

We hereby order all Jews to honor the hakham bashi according to their 
customs and laws. The hakham bashi, for his part, shall look after all 
members of the Jewish community according to their laws and customs and 
judge disputes between the Jews in a just and upright manner. More difficult 
cases shall be brought before the prince’s treasurer for arbitration. Each 
Passover, the hakham bashi shall appoint three Jewish starosti to serve until 
the following Passover, at his discretion. 

We hereby order the prince’s treasurer and the local boyars (zapcii) to 
act according to the provisions of this decree and decision and not to 
importune the hakham bashi in any way. All members of the community 
who are dissatisfied with the hakham bashi’s decisions, or feel they have 
been treated unjustly according to their laws and customs, may appeal to the 
Divan, whose doors are always open to them, and where they will always 
obtain a fair hearing. 

Drawn up in the seat of government, lagi, during my first term as prince 
of Moldova, 18 June 1820. 


„Grigore Suțu, prince Prince’s seal 


Faithful copy 
Authorization and seal of Chirica ban 
Recorded by the vistiernic, lordica Rose 
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Recommendation by the Administrative Council to Prince Mihai 
Sturdza of Moldova concerning the Abolition of the Institution of 
Hakham Bashi, 4 September 1834 


(Manualul administrativ al Principatului Moldovei, J, Iasi 1855, 
doc. 388, pp. 534-525) 


Even prior to the introduction of the Organic Laws, due to disputes between 
the foreign and native Jews concerning the position of hakham bashi — with 
some in favor of appointing Saim Naftulowich to the post, and others against, 
on the grounds that he was insufficiently familiar with their laws to stand as 
their leader — merchants and community leaders appealed to us in early 1832 
to abolish the institution of hakham bashi and its attendant prerogatives. For 
many years, the Naftulowich family — including the aforementioned Saim, 
as a scion of the family — has enjoyed these prerogatives. The petitioners 
claimed that with the abolition of the institution of hakham bashi, those 
currently registered as foreigners will be registered as native merchants and 
receive local business licenses. Based on the Organic Laws, the government 
has therefore decided to abolish all these prerogatives, according to the 
majority opinion within the community. The community is also granted the 
freedom to choose whomsoever it wishes as hakham bashi. Backed by his 
followers, however, the aforementioned Saim has not ceased to importune 
the local authorities, demanding his reinstatement as hakham bashi. Yet the 
majority of the community has appointed a rabbi from Austria to perform 
its religious duties. Given that: 

(1) The abolition of said rights was based on the Organic Laws; 

(2) After implementation of the Organic Laws, disputes between Jews 
shall be heard in ordinary courts, and the hakham bashi's duties shall be 
limited to the religious sphere (matters of worship, marital harmony, and 
the like); 

The Administrative Council has concluded that it is not entitled to 
intervene in matters relating to [the Jews'] religion, namely the election 
of a hakham bashi or rabbi. This must be done in accordance with the 
community’s wishes. On the basis of the complaints voiced by the Jewish 
community, and for the reasons stated above, we have decided to refer the 
matter to His Majesty for a decision. 
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The council wishes to humbly add that it has found the aforementioned 
Saim guilty of scheming and inciting members of the Jewish community to 
help him achieve his aims. Therefore, we recommend that he be prevented 
from submitting similar petitions, in order not to waste our time. We also 
recommend that the community be allowed to choose a hakham bashi or 
rabbi at its own discretion, including Saim himself, if it should so wish. This 
is the council’s opinion. Naturally, the final decision rests with His Majesty. 

Prince’s Decision: 

The hakham bashi’s income and appointment are hereby revoked. The 
community shall choose its own rabbi to handle its religious affairs, at the 
prince’s discretion, via the council. 
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